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Throughout the early modern period, as well as nowadays, the inhabitants of 
Eastern Europe spoke a plethora of languages and put them in writing in several 
scripts. As a result, modern scholar faces the dilemma of choosing the system(s) 
of transliteration of non-Latin script, none of which is without its drawbacks. 
For the sake of clarity, I have opted to render Ottoman and Romanian terms and 
names according to the rules of modern Turkish and Romanian orthography. 
For Russian and Ukrainian, I have opted for a slightly modified system employed 
by the Harvard Ukrainian Research Institute. While this arrangement is by no 
means a watertight solution, I hope it will prove convenient enough for the 
reader.

Choosing in which language to render place-names constitutes an even more 
complex challenge. Apart from the multiethnic character of Eastern Europe in 
the early modern period, the political map of the region changed enormously 
since the period of the discussion, making each choice somewhat arbitrary 
and  – in some instances – politically charged. In choosing variants of place-
names employed in the text, my guiding idea was again that of clarity. Hence, 
I employ standard English equivalents whenever they are available. In the clear 
majority of cases where no such option is available, I have preferred to use the 
place-names from the period as to avoid confusion as to which polity a particular 
town or village belonged at the time; I mention the modern equivalent whenever 
a certain locale is mentioned for the first time. Finally, I took account of the 
ethno-linguistic situation on the ground, particularly in opting for Ukrainian 
rather than Polish place-names for heavily Orthodox regions of the Polish–
Lithuanian Commonwealth.

Personal names are even more problematic in this regard. Many of the 
individuals who make their appearance on the pages of the present study 
were polyglot and used different variants of their names, displaying different 
aspects of identity depending on the audience they addressed. For instance, the 
members of the Movilă family, prominently featured in the present study, are 
known as Movilăs, Mogiłas or Mohylas, depending on the language of the source 
and national historiographic tradition. The same applies to many of magnate 
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A Note on Transliteration, Place-Names and Personal Names xi

families of Ruthenian origin and Orthodox faith. As a rule of thumb, I have 
used the form I considered as the best fit with the individual’s relationship with 
political, confessional and ethno-linguistic communities. Hence, I opted for 
Ruthenian-Ukrainian form in the case of Orthodox magnates of Ruthenia and 
Ukraine, and for Romanian forms for lineages of Moldavian and Wallachian 
origins, such as Movilăs. Finally, royal names – as customary – are rendered in 
English.

The dates, unless specified otherwise, are provided according to the Gregorian 
calendar.



Map 1 Ottoman–Polish borderland and the Danubian principalities in the 
mid-seventeenth century.



With each gloomy, chilly day of December 1639 spent in Istanbul, Romaszkiewicz 
grew increasingly frustrated with his Ottoman hosts.1 As an envoy of the Polish 
king, he had been sent to the Sublime Porte with a seemingly straightforward 
task of making arrangements for the arrival of a grand embassy, scheduled for 
the following spring. However, he found himself stuck in the Ottoman capital 
for months, in vain demanding a farewell audience and letters for King Vladislav 
IV. For this delay he blamed the deputy grand vizier (kaymakam), Tabanıyassı 
Mehmed Pasha. The latter disingenuously argued that the prolonged stay in the 
Ottoman capital was beneficial for the diplomat, allowing him to get a better 
grasp of imperial affairs. Romaszkiewicz, in turn, was convinced that the real 
reason for Mehmed Pasha’s foot-dragging was a conflict unfolding between 
the rulers of Moldavia and Wallachia, over seven hundred kilometres north of 
Istanbul. According to the envoy, the kaymakam was in cahoots with Moldavian 
voivode Vasile Lupu, whom he had appointed in November to the throne of 
Wallachia. However, the incumbent Wallachian ruler, Matei Basarab, refused to 
comply and readied his troops to resist the invaders. Mehmed Pasha tried to 
prevent the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth – the Porte’s chief rival in the 
Danubian principalities – from intervening in the conflict by effectively detaining 
Romaszkiewicz in the Ottoman capital. To break the stranglehold, the latter 
appealed to the kaymakam’s enemies within the imperial establishment, but they 
were unable to provide him with any substantial help, leaving Romaszkiewicz 
with no choice but to wait until the events run their course.

However, the situation changed dramatically as soon as the news from 
Wallachia started pouring in, sending shockwaves through the Ottoman political 
landscape. Rather than the reports of an expected Moldavian victory, the couriers 
brought letters from Matei Basarab, who boasted about his decisive victory over 
his rival’s army. Vasile Lupu barely managed to evade capture and with a small 
retinue sought Ottoman protection. The news emboldened the Wallachian 
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voivode’s patrons at the Porte, who immediately moved against Tabanıyassı 
Mehmed Pasha, accusing him of overstepping his authority and deceiving 
the sultan. Seeing his plans unravel, the kaymakam immediately summoned 
Romaszkiewicz, handed over the letters and bid the diplomat farewell.

Although Romaszkiewicz was eager to leave the city, his departure had 
to be postponed once again, this time due to a torrential storm that hit the 
Ottoman capital. Stuck in Istanbul for another day, the envoy decided to pay 
the kaymakam one more courtesy visit. However, by the time he arrived at the 
grandee’s mansion, Mehmed Pasha was on his way out, summoned by Sultan 
Murad IV, and Romaszkiewicz was instructed to wait for his return. Mehmed 
Pasha never returned to his residence. Instead, the sultan’s guards showed up 
at the gate, barged their way into the mansion and began sealing the palace 
and detaining members of the kaymakam’s household. In the resulting chaos, 
Romaszkiewicz was mistaken for one of the grandee’s servants and had a difficult 
time explaining his status before being let go and returning – clearly shaken – to 
his quarters. Later that day he learned of Tabanıyassı Mehmed Pasha’s arrest and 
prompt execution on the orders of Murad IV, as the grandee took the fall for the 
Moldavian–Wallachian conflict and its outcome.

While Mehmed Pasha’s Wallachian venture failed, this was not due to the 
Polish–Lithuanian intervention that he had been trying to prevent. In fact, he 
was extraordinarily successful in isolating Romaszkiewicz, who languished 
ineffectually in the Ottoman capital and had no impact on the course of events. 
Instead, the decisive blow that cost the grandee his life and almost brought down 
his political network was another faction very much like his own, spanning 
between the imperial centre in Istanbul and the Danubian principalities and 
including both members of the Ottoman establishment and Greek Orthodox 
elites of the periphery. This episode is by no means unique, and similar cross-
border factions appear throughout the seventeenth century. The same applied 
for the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, where powerful magnates formed 
their own cross-border ties with the voivodes and boyars of Moldavia and 
Wallachia. As these factions clashed and grappled with each other, the political 
fault lines ran not along political boundaries in the region, but rather across 
them. The elites of the Ottoman Empire, Poland–Lithuania and the Danubian 
principalities focused more – it would seem – on bringing down personal and 
political enemies rather than pursuing geopolitical objectives, however defined. 
As this book will show, this was precisely the case. Political actors throughout 
the region established cross-border patronage ties as means to secure resources 
and power necessary to realize their own personal and factional ambitions 
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by reaching out and co-opting allies beyond the pale. As the number of such 
patronage networks proliferated, they coalesced into an alternative geography 
of power in the region, very much at odds with our perception of political 
geography. This process not only had a profound impact on both the political 
culture of respective polities, but also on the geopolitical shape of the region in 
the early modern period.

The problem of state and the allure of factionalism

The last decade of the sixteenth century constitutes a major watershed in the 
history of Polish–Ottoman relations. In the preceding period, the dynastic 
complex of the Polish Crown and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania – from 1569 
known as the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth – constituted arguably one 
of the Sublime Porte’s least troublesome neighbours. The Jagiellonian kings of 
the sixteenth century strived to maintain amicable relations with the Ottoman 
Empire – a sentiment overwhelmingly supported by the nobility. Following the 
dynasty’s extinction in 1572, the Sublime Porte played an instrumental role in 
denying the Habsburgs the Polish throne.2 For their part, the Ottomans were 
also wary not to spoil amicable relations between the two powers. However, by 
the mid-1590s the relations began to sour, ushering a period of growing tensions 
and recurrent warfare, which consumed over a quarter of the following century.

Two major issues propelled this escalation. In the east, predatory raids by the 
Crimean Tatars against Polish–Lithuanian and Muscovite territories intensified, 
but at the same time were increasingly matched by the rise of Zaporozhian 
Cossacks. As the latter coalesced into a numerous and efficient fighting force, 
they began to target Ottoman territories along the Black Sea coast. Since both 
the Commonwealth and the Porte lacked resources and resolve to curb their 
subjects, the raiding economy of the steppe continued, frequently spiralling out 
of control and putting both polities on the collision course.3 The success of the 
1648 Cossack rebellion against the Commonwealth only complicated the matters 
as both Poland–Lithuania and the Ottomans found themselves dragged into the 
infighting between competing Zaporozhian leaders, each trying to establish his 
rule across both banks of the Dnieper River.

Further to the west, along the arc of the Carpathian Mountains, another 
contentious issue was the control of the Danubian principalities of Wallachia 
(Eflâk) and, particularly, Moldavia (Boğdan, Karaboğdan). The position of 
these polities, sandwiched between the two territorial behemoths, forced their 
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rulers to juggle their allegiances in order to stay afloat in the stormy waters of 
regional politics. Although in the 1380s, the voivodes of Moldavia had become 
vassals of the Polish Crown and continued to swear oaths of fealty to the kings 
in the following period, by the sixteenth century it firmly entered – along with 
Wallachia – the Ottoman orbit, rendering Polish claims to suzerainty all but 
defunct. The Jagiellonian kings, wary not to provoke the Porte, did not challenge 
this new state of affairs, but at the same time never renounced their suzerain 
rights. When the opportunity presented itself during the Ottoman–Habsburg 
‘Long War’, Polish–Lithuanian troops entered Moldavia and installed a new 
voivode as a Polish–Lithuanian vassal, thus opening a new chapter of rivalry 
between the two powers, in which the Danubian principalities constituted both 
the stage of military conflict and its coveted prize.

However, once the dust settled and the Karlowitz treaty of 1699 concluded 
what turned out to be the last Polish–Ottoman war, its provisions hardly 
justified the resources – manpower, war material and money – poured into the 
conflict. Although the Ottomans succeeded in fending off the Polish–Lithuanian 
challenge in Moldavia and Wallachia, and even managed to increase its control 
over the principalities by means of so-called ‘Phanariot regime’, the boundary 
demarcated in 1703 differed little from the one established in the previous 
centuries. Moreover, the conflict took its toll on both Poland–Lithuania and the 
Porte: while in the 1590s both polities constituted first-rank regional – and, in 
the Ottomans’ case, global – players, a century later they were widely considered 
spent powers, fighting a rearguard battle against more aggressive Russia and the 
Habsburgs.

Often overshadowed by the Russo-Ottoman wars of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, the Ottoman–Polish rivalry of the preceding period has 
nonetheless garnered considerable scholarly attention.4 Admittedly, the fact that 
most studies regarding the topic appeared in local languages has limited their 
circulation beyond the confines of national historiographies, leading to their 
relative compartmentalization and limiting dialogue between them. In effect, 
different strands of scholarship continue to remain out of step with each other, 
with concepts long discarded within one field – such as the notion of ‘Ottoman 
decline’ – still perpetuated in others.

However, irrespective of the sources they utilize and interpretations they 
offer, most scholars share a similar set of assumptions regarding the logic of early 
modern Eastern European politics. Central to this paradigm is the concept of 
the states as cohesive, unitary actors, led by ‘collective mind of the government’ 
and pursuing their own geopolitical interests, in competition with each other on 
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the international stage. Within this model, the Sublime Porte, Poland–Lithuania 
and the Danubian principalities appear to us as ‘billiard balls on a pool table’: 
solid, homogeneous objects, which change their course upon bumping into each 
other, but with no impact on their internal structure.5 The success or failure of 
any particular polity boils down to the international balance of power and the 
ability of those in charge to correctly define and successfully pursue the state’s 
objectives. Polish–Ottoman struggles for the Danubian principalities would, 
therefore, emerge from geopolitical imperatives of both powers, each seeking to 
protect and expand its zone of influence in the region – a battle from which the 
Porte ultimately emerged victorious. As to the political elites of the region, the 
state-oriented perspective reduces them to mere tools of the government, their 
only distinguishing feature being the level of competence they displayed when 
performing their duties.

Placing the state as the central actor in the early modern Eastern Europe 
hinges on a set of unspoken assumptions regarding structures and practices of 
political life, shaped by our own familiarity with modern nation states. We tend 
to think of the world as divided into defined, discrete units that act as political 
‘containers’ setting territorial limits on the political activity of its inhabitants. 
Contact with the world beyond the pale occurs within a different realm, one of 
international politics, which remains the sole preserve of national governments.6 
The distinction between a territorially bounded sphere of domestic politics, 
accessible to non-state actors, and a separate, states-only world of international 
affairs, makes up the geography of power that scholars addressing seventeenth-
century Eastern Europe have usually taken for granted.7

However, once we scratch the surface, these assumptions become 
problematic. The ‘inside–outside’ dichotomy underpinning this model is not a 
given. Instead, its existence hinges on state institutions themselves, which, by 
means of border policing, disciplinary measures and the activity of a specialized 
ministry of foreign affairs, discourage and suppress cross-border ties they 
consider illegitimate.8 Thus, the maintenance of territorial sovereignty and the 
state’s monopoly to interact with the outside world on a political level requires 
considerable resources and a degree of autonomy from other social forces.

Early modern polities lacked both. The wave of revisionist scholarship, in 
the making since the 1980s, has increasingly undermined the monolithic 
vision of premodern states.9 As these critiques point out, early modern rulers 
possessed neither resources nor political will to seal off their domains from 
the world beyond the pale.10 Political life unfolded within the context of what 
André Holenstein aptly described as societas civilis cum imperio, whereby 
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‘society was transfused by a multitude of power relations of political and public 
character, and political power was at the same time always rooted in specific 
social situations’.11 With overlapping jurisdictions, primacy of personal ties over 
impersonal institutions, and multiple political centres, early modern political 
world was characterized by porous boundaries and criss-crossing networks of 
power. Discussing the Ottoman case, Dariusz Kołodziejczyk pointed out that it 
is difficult to even establish what constituted the ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ of the ‘well-
protected domains’.12 This undermines both the assumption that the geography 
of power in the early modern world was not dissimilar from the modern one, 
and the very notion of the state’s agency.

Even against the backdrop of the early modern world in general, Eastern 
Europe seems to be a particularly awkward fit for a state-centred approach. 
Throughout the period, the region suffered from what we may call ‘a low density 
of stateness’, with state institutions lacking effective means to govern their own 
subjects. In the words of Orest Subtelny, this weakness was so pronounced that 
Eastern European polities hardly qualify as states:

With weak rulers, minuscule armies, handfuls of officials, and complete 
decentralization, seventeenth-century Eastern Europe was in effect a region 
of stateless societies. [T]o argue that these East European polities were states 
in the modern or, indeed, in any sense of the word is simply misleading. Nor 
does calling them weak states solve the problem, for that appellation assumes 
that power rested, albeit insecurely or incompletely, in a specific type of political 
organization which, […] was functionally non-existent in the region.13

Although Subtelny’s claim of Eastern Europe’s ‘statelessness’ is obviously 
exaggerated, it is clear that polities so diffuse we may discuss their very existence 
were unable to act either as monolithic actors or even as political containers, 
imposing limits on their own elites. Indeed, even a cursory survey shows a 
plethora of officials, dignitaries and individuals engaged in the conduct of 
Polish–Ottoman–Moldavian affairs, often working at cross-purposes.

At the first glance, this hardly applies to the Ottoman Empire, which Subtelny 
places squarely among foreign absolutist powers that succeeded in subduing 
local nobilities of the region. By the mid-sixteenth century, the Ottoman Empire 
reached a considerable level of centralization, relying ideologically on the sultans’ 
claims to universal empire, while institutionally on political slavery, efficient 
bureaucracy and one of the most formidable militaries of the early modern 
world. In this sense, it could hardly be more different from rudimentary system 
of governance in the Danubian principalities, or Poland–Lithuania, whose 
assertive nobility limited royal power through privileges and representative 
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assemblies. However, once we shift our focus away from the institutional 
scaffolding towards practices of political life, the differences largely dissipate. 
Just as among Polish–Lithuanian nobles or Moldavian–Wallachian boyars, 
Ottomans political endeavours in the region fell victim to factional squabbles, 
personal rivalries and outright sabotage.

Trying to reconcile this apparent lack of coordination with the assumed 
centrality of state interest forces a modern historian into an unenviable position 
of an arbiter in political conflicts of the past. To salvage the notion of a coherent 
state policy, they must take sides, deciding – based on fragmentary and often 
partisan evidence – whose actions furthered the state’s purported goals, as well 
as those who stood in the way. In other words, the statist paradigm forces us to 
identify statesmen and spoilsports.

Seen through this lens, the seventeenth century would appear as a period 
when spoil sportsmanship ran rampant and true statesmanship was in short 
supply. In modern scholarship, this has been often described in terms of a 
parallel decline of Poland–Lithuania, the Ottoman Empire and the Danubian 
principalities. As generations of scholars argued, in the late sixteenth century, 
the high standards of competence and moral probity that had allowed these 
polities to flourish started to give way to widespread cronyism, corruption and 
incompetence. Engaged in petty squabbles, the elites of the seventeenth century 
lost sight of state interests, thus contributing to an inevitable decline, which 
reached its nadir in the eighteenth century.14

First formulated by sixteenth- and seventeenth-century moralists, who 
contrasted the mores of their own times with idealized virtues of yore, the 
narrative of moral decline was subsequently adopted among modern scholars. 
However, as it has been increasingly pointed out, there is little evidence to 
support it, and we find a number of capable individuals within the ranks of 
Ottoman officials, Polish–Lithuanian nobles and Moldavian–Wallachian 
boyars throughout the seventeenth century. Moreover, recent decades brought 
a major revision of the period as a whole: no longer perceived as an era of 
decline, the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries constituted a period of crisis 
and transformation in respective polities, which reshaped existing institutions 
and saw new patterns of political life emerging across the region. This suggests 
that the problem lies not with the seventeenth-century elites themselves, but 
with our expectations regarding their political behaviour. We should instead 
approach them on their own terms, with political power and authority highly 
personalized affairs, instead of forcing them onto a Procrustean bed of state-
centred lens.15
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The present book aims to accomplish precisely that, providing a reinterpretation 
of the political dynamics between the Sublime Porte, Poland–Lithuania and the 
Danubian principalities during the seventeenth century. As I argue, once we 
shift our attention away from the state towards individual actors, we discover 
an alternative geography of power in the region. Rather than conforming to the 
territorial limits of their respective polities, seventeenth-century elites reached 
out beyond the pale, forming patronage ties and factional networks that bound 
together individuals of different creeds, identities and political allegiances in 
pursuit of their own political interests. These cross-border alliances presented 
them with a viable alternative mechanism of procuring political, military 
and economic resources, which they could subsequently deploy to gain a 
competitive edge over their rivals. As such ties grew in number and importance, 
they amalgamated into an alternative, network-based geography of power, with 
profound effect both on the political culture in the region and the political map 
of Eastern Europe of the seventeenth century. Most importantly, the survival 
of Moldavia and Wallachia as distinctive political entities within the Ottoman 
orbit was less the product of the balance of power between Poland–Lithuania 
and the Porte than the outcome of cross-border factional rivalries and alliances, 
governed by different rules and imperatives than those of the states. Thus, to 
make sense of historical developments of the region, this alternative geography 
must be taken into account.16

In arguing for the importance of cross-border patronage, it is not my 
intention to claim that the state and its institutions were entirely irrelevant to 
the broader developments in the region. On the contrary, in many respects it 
provided scaffolding that structured political life. It served political actors by 
bestowing an aura of legitimacy upon their actions, set the limits of political 
arenas, and provided a considerable share of money and manpower by means of 
taxation and military mobilization. As a result, many of the resources circulating 
through cross-border networks were harnessed from what we would call state 
institutions, and many of those partaking in these networks held state offices. 
However, it would be a mistake to interpret the relationship between state and 
cross-border patronage as parasitical or to reduce the latter to a mere footnote. 
While patronage networks often fed on state resources, the opposite was also 
true, as many actors deployed money, manpower and information they acquired 
from their allies on the other side of the border in discharging their official 
duties and mobilizing troops for war. Thus, cross-border patronage should be 
understood as co-existing with rather than supplanting altogether the political 
geography of polities and their institutions. From the perspective of individual 
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actors, both constituted avenues providing access to political resources, shaping 
their political strategies. As I will demonstrate throughout the study, though, 
factional concerns rather than state interest were the overarching factor that 
shaped the political landscape between Poland–Lithuania, the Ottoman Empire 
and the Danubian principalities.

In approaching this topic, I do not intend to provide a full account of patronage 
and factionalism in Eastern European politics, nor do I venture to provide a 
continuous narrative of Polish–Ottoman–Moldavian relations between the 
end of the sixteenth and the beginning of the eighteenth century. Either would 
be impossible tasks within the limits of the present study. Instead, I settle for 
a more modest goal of investigating the socio-political logic underpinning the 
emergence of cross-border patronage, the patterns of connectivity it produced, 
and the impact it had on geopolitics and political culture of early modern 
Eastern Europe. The focus on mechanisms means that the present study does 
not seek to provide a unitary narrative of individual factions’ rise and fall, but 
rather offers a series of ‘snapshots’ elucidating particular features of the political 
environment they produced. As a result, several events and developments that 
had impact on geopolitics of the region, such as the emergence of Cossackdom, 
or the ecclesiastical ties that bound Poland–Lithuania, Ottoman lands and the 
Danubian principalities, have been left out of the analysis, unless crucial for 
understanding Polish–Ottoman–Moldavian relations.

Scholars have long recognized the role of patronage and factionalism 
in the political history of the Ottoman Empire, Poland–Lithuania and the 
Danubian principalities.17 At least since the 1970s, studies have highlighted the 
growing importance of patron–client ties as a defining feature of seventeenth-
century politics in the region. Authors have – either implicitly or explicitly – 
overwhelmingly kept their analyses within the bounds of a single polity, without 
considering the changes in other polities of the region. However, the devolution 
of power away from the royal centre and formal institutions towards patronage 
networks led by members of the elite seems to have occurred across the board 
at roughly the same time. This general ‘rise of the faction’ reduced rulers from 
the paramount arbiters in political affairs to mere faction leaders, struggling for 
hegemony in their respective political arenas. In turn, Moldavian–Wallachian 
boyars, Ottoman grandees and Polish–Lithuanian magnates increasingly 
accumulated power and privatized state resources, becoming the effective 
masters of their political environment.

While numerically inferior to the dense webs of patron–client relations 
within respective political arenas, cross-border bonds nonetheless had an outsize 
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impact on the political landscape, offering actors access to resources they would 
otherwise be unable to acquire. However, their role in the political trajectory of 
the region has been largely obscured by the tacit assumption that factional politics 
occupy a subordinate position vis-à-vis state interests. Even if the phenomenon 
attracts any attention among scholars, it quickly becomes clear that the existing 
paradigm lacks the vocabulary to describe it, and particular instances of cross-
border patronage have been treated as isolated incidents rather than pieces of 
a larger puzzle.18 Only in recent years, a number of studies have successfully 
adopted a more comprehensive approach to the topic, demonstrating both the 
persistent importance of the phenomenon itself and methodological advantages 
such perspective has to offer.19 Thus, the revision has long been overdue, as noted 
by Palmira Brummett, who pointed out that Ottoman historiography needs ‘a 
paradigm, based on those commonly employed for the “classical,” medieval, 
and modern worlds, which takes connectivity for granted and applies it to the 
Ottoman Empire’.20 A unified approach towards Eastern European cross-border 
patronage presents such an opportunity, while at the same time elucidating the 
logic driving the Porte’s presence in early modern Eastern Europe.

Patronage, networks and arenas

The task of approaching this network-based political geography requires us to 
recalibrate our conceptual tools and shift our focus away from the state as the 
central unit of analysis. This is by no means to suggest that formal institutions, 
territoriality were irrelevant. On the contrary, what we tend to associate with 
the state – formal institutions, legal framework and legitimacy – had a profound 
impact on the operation of cross-border patronage. Access to resources by 
means of office-holding played a central role in the political life, and as such 
cannot be simply written out from the analysis. However, individuals with 
such an access were not merely servants of the state, but also political actors, 
utilizing their position to pursue their own ambitions of wealth, power and 
career advancement. Thus, it is incumbent not so much to take the state out of 
the equation, but rather to disaggregate it to make room for alternative forms of 
political organization. In order to do this, I rely on three key notions: patronage, 
social networks and socio-political arenas.

Since its introduction into the vocabulary of historians and social scientists 
in the 1960s, the concept of patronage has been widely applied across a variety 
of disciplines. In the process, it acquired chameleon-like qualities, coming in 
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different shapes and flavours. Most scholars rely on a metaphor of a ‘lopsided 
friendship’ – a dyadic, particularistic relationship between two social actors 
of unequal social status.21 Although couched in the rhetoric of friendship and 
personal affinity, it is instrumental at its core, with both parties privy to the 
arrangement interested in obtaining resources that would otherwise remain out 
of their reach.22 The exchange of resources within a patron–client dyad, however, 
does not follow the logic of commodity economy but instead subscribes to the 
Maussian logic of gift. Rather than constituting a one-off transaction, patronage 
remains open-ended, and in numerous instances could extend beyond a single 
generation.23 The bond was maintained by a constant state of indebtedness, 
with the ‘balance sheet’ of the dyad kept in a constant state of disequilibrium.24 
However, once such perceived equilibrium is achieved and the exchange of 
resources ceases, both sides part ways and the relationship itself withers away.

Identifying patron and client within the dyad is where the relative consensus 
dissipates. Since the Polish–Lithuanian, Moldavian–Wallachian and Ottoman 
political actors partook in a variety of different social hierarchies, it is impossible 
to assume a one-to-one correspondence between formal hierarchies and the 
relative standing of partners within a dyad. Trying to establish whether, say, the 
Palatine of Ruthenia held a higher position than the beylerbey of Özü, would miss 
the point.25 In order to identify the hierarchy within a dyad, scholars frequently 
resort to examining the type of resources each party brings to the relationship, 
patrons providing protection and material rewards in exchange for the client’s 
loyalty.26 However, I consider this distinction at the same time too vague and 
too restrictive. First, rather than a resource in its own right, loyalty constituted 
a precondition for the bond to coalesce and was expected from both the patron 
and his client. Moreover, as I will demonstrate in the course of the present 
study, various types of resources, such as money and material goods, flowed 
in both directions, providing the relationship with much-needed flexibility. 
Thus, the only way to distinguish a patron from his subordinate is to examine 
their behaviour and rhetoric within the dyad itself. This praxeological approach 
allows us not only to handle multiple social and political hierarchies, but also to 
address individual dyads in their own right while placing them within a larger 
social context.

Another important – and often ignored – aspect of patronage is its cultural 
framing and norms of behaviour. While the instrumental character of ‘lopsided 
friendship’ would suggest that the rhetoric of emotional affinity was a mere 
sham, this was clearly not the case. Patrons and clients alike had to conform to 
mutually accepted norms of interaction, which reinforced the hierarchy, but also 
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maintained the honour of their partners intact. A failure to do so could put the 
whole arrangement in peril.27 At the same time, long and frequent experience 
of successful cooperation carried the potential of reshaping the world view 
of patrons and clients alike, leading them to perceive patronage as a primary 
problem-solving mechanism and to an ‘“uncontested acceptance” (doxa) of 
clientelistic politics’.28

By its very nature, a patron–client dyad belongs to the realm of micro-
politics, and in isolation could hardly produce a significant impact on regional 
politics. This issue of different scales poses distinct challenges.29 First, large-
scale patronage networks of the seventeenth century were more than a sum of 
their parts, but rather systems encompassing hundreds of individuals, spread 
across vast expanses of the Ottoman Empire, Poland–Lithuania and the 
Danubian principalities, operating under the constraints of slow and unreliable 
communications. Under such circumstances, direct contact between patron and 
his clients was often out of question, creating the demand for brokers that would 
provide a measure of coordination and trust between otherwise disconnected 
sectors of the network.30 Although these brokers did not contribute their own 
resources, they performed crucial role in making patronage network viable. This 
was particularly important given that, in many instances, large-scale clienteles 
shared little more than their attachment to a single patron, increasing the risk of 
intra-factional struggle.

The second element in the methodological scaffolding is the concept of 
socio-political networks. As a concept that stresses connectivity and relational 
character of social interaction, they provide an approach suited not only for 
reconstructing cross-border patronage, but also a variety of other forms of 
social and political life. Its methodological flexibility has borne considerable 
fruit in discussion of state and state formation, envisaged as a ‘coordinated and 
territorially bounded network of agencies exercising political power’.31 Therefore, 
approaching political relations as a bundle of networks allows us to put formal 
institutions and patronage networks on an equal footing, thus removing 
the assumed hegemony of the state so prevalent in existing scholarship. The 
wealth of sociological and historical studies employing social network analysis 
provides us with a fine-tuned conceptual apparatus which can be readily applied 
to the subject at hand. Particularly, the notion of social capital, understood as 
‘a person’s location in a structure of relationships’, helps us to understand and 
address particular advantages of cross-border patronage.32 However, this does 
not mean that thinking in network-based terms is free of its shortcomings and 
limitations.
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First, it is crucial to keep in mind that social networks are a tool we use 
to trace a phenomenon rather than the phenomenon itself. While a graph 
depicting ties between individual members of seventeenth-century elites gives 
the impression of constant contact and stability, factional cooperation was by no 
means continuous. Instead, it materialized in the form of isolated instances of 
exchanges and communication, which – if frequent enough – allow us to identify 
long-term alliances. As a result, the patronage network of an Ottoman grandee 
or a Moldavian boyar was by no means a tangible, static system, but rather a 
set of flows and circuits, owing its existence to the circulation of resources.33 
Ideally, a comprehensive list of such exchanges would provide us with a 
relatively complete set of data lending itself to standardization and quantitative 
analysis. However, this is obviously not the case: much of factional business was 
conducted orally, leaving us with no paper trail to follow, and the extant sources 
are fragmentary and imprecise. As a result, rather than a strict application of the 
social network analysis statistical apparatus, we are forced to treat the networks 
as a descriptive tool.

Secondly, the continuous character of social networks poses a perennial 
problem of ‘boundary specification’. Delimiting the object of study is inevitably 
arbitrary, posing a double risk. On the one hand, adopting too-inclusive criteria 
of selection can easily lead to an explosive growth in the number of individuals 
and connections one has to take into account. Obviously, mapping all social ties 
is an impossibility and runs the risk of burying relevant information under a 
heap of superfluous data. Not all connections an Ottoman official maintained 
were of equal importance, and it is to be expected that he would have more 
frequent contact with people in his immediate vicinity. This does not necessarily 
mean, however, that such connections were of greater or equal importance as 
those with his clients away from the capital. In contrast, settling for restrictive 
criteria runs the risk of excluding connections vital to understanding of political 
dynamics in the region.

To avoid both pitfalls, I decided to fix my vantage point in the Danubian 
principalities and identify instances of cross-border patronage that bound local 
boyars to their counterparts at the Sublime Porte and in the Commonwealth. 
In the next step, I proceeded ‘outward’, taking into consideration other actors 
relevant for the topic at hand. While focusing on Moldavia and Wallachia – a 
political and economic backwater – may not seem the most obvious choice, 
the peripheral perspective they offer has distinct advantages. On the one hand, 
since the resources at disposal of the boyar elite were meagre in comparison 
with Polish–Lithuanian magnates or Ottoman grandees, local political life was 
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more sensitive to the instances of cross-border patronage, making them easier 
to identify. Moreover, since the Danubian principalities constituted a contested 
space between the Commonwealth and the Porte, it is possible to use Polish–
Moldavian factionalism as a ‘control group’ to elucidate particularities of 
Ottoman presence in the region.

Finally, as Claire Lemercier rightly pointed out, it is easy to overstate the 
importance of social networks, while ignoring other aspects of social life that 
cannot be described in relational terms. This is particularly the case factors 
such as cultural norms or individual agency.34 Looking at seventeenth-century 
politics through the lens of social network analysis, it is easy to forget that the 
space Ottoman, Polish–Lithuanian and Moldavian elites inhabited was not a 
boundless, undifferentiated political landscape, devoid of political, religious and 
social boundaries. Even if not impermeable, these fault lines certainly mattered, 
shaping behaviour and posing obstacles to unrestricted flow of resources. In fact, 
the fragmentation of political landscape was a precondition for the emergence 
of the phenomenon at hand. For the cross-border patronage networks to exist, 
there had to be borders in the first place.

In order to account for different environments in which Eastern European 
elites operated, I utilize the notion of socio-political arenas. As employed by 
Frederick G. Bailey, the arena constitutes a social space, in which political actors 
compete for resources, the competition itself being regulated by a particular 
set of rules.35 These included intersubjective personnel rules, dictating who 
could partake in the competition, as well as institutions and norms regarding 
behaviour, constraints and opportunities within the arena. Resources, embedded 
in the arena and mobilized via political networks, constituted the coveted prize 
of political and social rivalry. Needless to say, these rules differed significantly 
across political environments. Entering Ottoman establishment entailed – 
with some exceptions – embracing Islam or being born a Muslim; in turn, the 
personnel rules of Polish–Lithuanian arena made it an exclusive preserve of the 
nobility, leaving commoners and foreigners outside the competition. Personnel 
rules in the Danubian principalities were more inclusive, but they also barred 
Muslims and a variety of different categories from participating in local political 
life.

Introducing the notion of arenas into the framework provides us with several 
advantages. First, it allows us to accommodate non-relational features of political 
and social life without falling back on the idea of the state as a coherent entity. 
In contrast with the latter, arena does not carry the same essentialist undertones, 
instead conveying an image of a more nebulous political space with porous 
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boundaries. At the same time, it is better suited to describe the structure of early 
modern politics, whereby actors partook in a number of smaller, encapsulated 
arenas, connected but nonetheless autonomous from state-level political 
dynamics. These smaller pockets of political life could operate according to 
different sets of rules, further restricting the circle of those allowed to enter. This 
was the case both in the Ottoman provinces and at the imperial centre, where 
the distinction took a physical form in restricting the access to the inner palace 
(enderun) for those serving in the ‘outer’ administration.36

The existence of multiple political arenas, each with a different set of 
personnel rules and norms governing competition for resources, posed a serious 
obstacle to actors’ ability to move between different political environments. 
While not impossible, such mobility required much more than moving from 
one geographical location to another. In most instances, it entailed radical steps, 
such as religious conversion, and carried considerable risks of confiscation of 
property, permanent exclusion from one’s native socio-political environment or 
even death. This sufficed to discourage most political actors from crossing over 
unless forced to do so by circumstances. At the same time, resources embedded 
in other arenas, if mobilized and deployed, could provide a competitive edge 
in political competition. These two factors – the advantage such resources 
could provide and the actors’ inability to access them directly – provided the 
main thrust for the development of cross-border patronage. By expanding their 
networks beyond individual political arenas and forming alliances beyond the 
pale, Ottoman grandees, Polish–Lithuanian nobles and Moldavian–Wallachian 
boyars were able to create a complex system of mobilization, circulation and 
conversion of otherwise inaccessible resources, harnessing them for their own 
political goals.

The outline of the book

In order to elucidate different aspects of the cross-border patronage and its 
impact on Ottoman presence in the seventeenth-century Eastern Europe, the 
present study is divided into an introductory chapter and two main parts. 
Chapter 1 provides a general survey of the human and political context that led 
to the emergence of cross-border patronage in the seventeenth century. For the 
sake of clarity and to familiarize the reader with the region, the chapter largely 
relies on the state-oriented perspective, providing an account on the historical 
origins of the seventeenth-century political landscape of Eastern Europe. Thus, 
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it touches upon two major aspects: on the one hand, the geopolitical order that 
took shape in the region, and on the other hand, the structure of Ottoman, 
Moldavian–Wallachian and Polish–Lithuanian socio-political arenas in which 
individual actors operated. Finally, in the concluding section of the chapter, I 
discuss the general ‘rise of the faction’ in this period, emphasizing parallels and 
similarities throughout the region.

With the wider background established, Part One approaches cross-border 
patronage at a micro-scale, focusing on mechanics that allowed for establishing 
and maintaining such cooperation. Chapter 2 discusses the tools the elites 
employed to build a viable cross-border faction and provide it with trust and 
cohesion. To overcome challenges posed by distance, unreliable communication 
and deficit of trust, Ottoman grandees and their Eastern European counterparts, 
creatively adapted their toolkits of faction-building in order to ensure loyalty 
and cooperation within their networks. Their determination to make such 
connections viable highlights the importance of patronage resources cross-
border patronage provided. Chapter 3 examines both the character of these 
resources and the ways in which they circulated throughout the networks, 
constituting in the process a complex mechanism of transfer and conversion of 
different types of capital.

Part Two shifts the focus away from the mechanics of cross-border 
patronage relations towards their impact on the region’s political life. Chapter 
4 demonstrates, on the basis of three cases, that conflicts usually interpreted 
by scholars as driven by ‘state interests’ were in fact fuelled by personal and 
factional competition that spanned across multiple arenas. In the process, not 
only did patronage ties play a crucial role in procuring and transferring political 
resources, but at the same time harmonized the conflicts across the political 
boundaries. As a result, a conflict that originated in Moldavia or Wallachia could 
easily upset political balance at the Sublime Porte or in the Commonwealth, as 
actors prioritized factional agendas over purported ‘state interest’.

Chapter 5 focuses on one of the most striking developments in regional 
politics during the seventeenth century, namely the political survival of Moldavia 
and Wallachia as distinct political entities. Although this period witnessed 
several attempts by either the Ottomans or Poland–Lithuania to introduce direct 
administration in the Danubian principalities, both Moldavia and Wallachia 
retained their political structures despite their apparent political and military 
weakness. While all scholars attributed both the inception and ultimate failure of 
incorporation plans through the lens of geopolitical rivalry and balance of power 
in the region, I argue that the explanation lies with cross-border factionalism, 
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which undermined cooperation within the arenas, while strengthening alliances 
between them. However, the style and efficiency of Polish–Lithuanian and 
Ottoman patronage proved unequal for the Moldavian and Wallachian boyars, 
affecting the course of the seventeenth-century political struggle in the region. 
Conclusion brings together different threads running throughout the book, 
discussing the role of cross-border patronage in deciding the final outcome of 
seventeenth-century Polish–Ottoman rivalry in the region. As I argue, since the 
trajectory of regional politics was driven by factional concerns rather than state 
interest, the results of the conflict cannot be boiled down to the balance of power 
between the Porte and the Commonwealth. Instead, different styles of patronage 
played a crucial role in swaying Moldavian–Wallachian boyars in favour of the 
Porte.

Both the Ottoman Empire and particularly Poland–Lithuania have been 
often depicted in historiography as failures, rooted in the inability of their 
elites to adapt to new circumstances and produce institutions necessary 
for the political survival of the state. However, as I argue, the survival of the 
state was by no means the ultimate goal for Polish–Lithuanian, Ottoman or 
Moldavian–Wallachian elites, whose eyes were set on their own social and 
political reproduction and a political system that would allow them to thrive. 
Although these interests could align perfectly in many instances with those of 
the state, this could not be taken for granted, especially if alternative routes to 
procure necessary resources – such as cross-border patronage networks – were 
available. In that sense, Eastern European elites were not that different from 
their counterparts elsewhere, although particularities of the region meant that 
the gap between factional interests and matters of state survival put the Sublime 
Porte, the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth and the Danubian principalities at 
a particular disadvantage when they faced mounting challenge from their rivals.
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Travelling from the Polish–Lithuanian trade hub of L’viv to Istanbul in the 
seventeenth century entailed not only crossing long distances, poor and 
frequently dangerous roads, and adverse weather conditions, but also straddling 
an extremely diverse human landscape with a plethora of languages, religious 
creeds and political systems. This diversity, a product of converging influences 
from all around Europe and western Asia, simultaneously fragmented the region 
and bound it together. On the one hand, this heterogeneity manifested in the lack 
of a commonly accepted lingua franca that would facilitate exchange between 
the disparate elites in the way Latin or the triad of Ottoman Turkish, Persian and 
Arabic did in Western Europe and the Middle East, respectively. While this by 
no means precluded dialogue, the lack of a common language limited the local 
elites’ ability to communicate with each other across cultural boundaries. On 
the other hand, the same multiplicity of intersecting boundaries and allegiances 
could bring otherwise disparate groups together. Since religious boundaries did 
not align with political ones, all Eastern European polities contained sizeable 
religious minorities, forcing them to develop ways to accommodate religious 
diversity among their subjects, while at the same time providing a fertile ground 
for cross-border ties.

These and other features of Eastern Europe’s socio-political landscape had 
a profound impact on the options available for Ottoman grandees and their 
Polish–Lithuanian and Moldavian–Wallachian counterparts, who tried to 
expand their influence beyond the confines of their own arenas. Thus, to 
understand the role of cross-border patronage in the region, we must address 
the socio-political environment that allowed it to emerge and thrive throughout 
the early modern period. This included both the geopolitics writ large and the 
domestic political structures of the Ottoman Empire, Poland–Lithuania and the 
Danubian principalities. Although each exhibited particularities and internal 
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dynamics of their own, together they underpinned the rise of factions and the 
development of cross-border patronage in the region.

Each of the three sections of the present chapter addresses a different key 
facet of this political environment. The first section sketches the geopolitical 
order of the region and its developments prior to the seventeenth century. In 
doing so, it reverts temporarily to the state-oriented perspective to provide a 
relatively concise picture of the political landscape in which the cross-border 
patronage relations emerged and flourished. Subsequently, I shift my focus 
towards the internal structures of individual arenas, presenting their structural 
features and political culture of their participants. Finally, the third section of 
the chapter shows how, despite wildly different institutional arrangements, we 
are able to identify a common trajectory in the region, consisting of a weakening 
monarchical power and ascendant factions based on patronage ties, which 
increasingly took over as key political players.

Constructing seventeenth-century Eastern Europe

Much of the seventeenth-century Eastern European political order had its roots 
in two significant developments of the mid-fourteenth century. First, the demise 
of the Golden Horde as the hegemonic power in the Black Sea steppe created a 
power vacuum, opening the region to expansion by neighbouring powers and 
facilitating the emergence of new local polities. Second, the Ottoman ascendancy 
to the status of a regional and, subsequently, global power unified Southeastern 
Europe under the banner of the sultans. Under the influence of these dual 
pressures, by the sixteenth century the political map of the region crystallized 
into a form it would retain throughout much of the early modern period.

The waning of the Golden Horde’s power brought about by the economic 
downturn, demographic crisis and dynastic infighting caused it to unravel 
and break up into a number of minor khanates vying for dominance in the 
region.1 The internal crisis paved the way for new contenders seeking to benefit 
from the empire’s unravelling. In the scramble for the Golden Horde’s legacy 
that ensued Poland, Lithuania, Muscovy, Hungary and the Ottomans initially 
emerged as major contenders.2 By the later sixteenth century, however, the 
Ottoman conquest of Hungary (1526–41) and Polish–Lithuanian union reduced 
this number to three first-rank powers: Poland–Lithuania, the Sublime Porte 
and Muscovy–Russia. The latter would ultimately emerge victorious from the 
struggle over Eastern Europe in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, but 
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until Peter the Great’s reign (1682–1725), its influence along the Black Sea coast 
was limited. Located in the far north of the region and wary of Ottoman power, 
the Muscovite elites pursued a strategy of containment rather than expansion, 
relying on a series of fortified lines erected along the steppe frontier against Tatar 
raids.3 Hence, throughout the seventeenth century, the struggle for control of the 
territories between the Carpathians and the Black Sea steppe unfolded between 
the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth and the Sublime Porte.

Into the steppe: Polish–Lithuanian expansion towards the Black Sea

Polish – and later Polish–Lithuanian – expansion towards the Black Sea dated 
back to the 1340s when King Casimir the Great (1333–70) made his bid to 
southwestern Ruthenian lands of Halyč and Podolia, in competition with 
Lithuanian and Hungarian rulers.4 The conflict with Grand Duchy of Lithuania 
was resolved through a dynastic union under the Jagiellonian dynasty (1386), 
which by 1569 evolved into a composite monarchy known as the Polish–
Lithuanian Commonwealth. These developments not only increased Polish–
Lithuanian political clout, but also paved the way for colonization of the fertile 
lands and put important towns L’viv and Kam’janec’ – important hubs of 
oriental trade – under royal authority. This process concluded in 1569, when 
the Ukrainian palatinates of Volhynia, Kyiv and Braclav were transferred from 
under Lithuanian authority to that of the Polish Crown. From then on, the latter 
assumed full responsibility for the Commonwealth’s southeastern policy, while 
the Grand Duchy focused on diplomatic relations with Muscovy.

While the consolidation of Polish rule in southwestern Ruthenia created ample 
opportunities, it also posed new challenges. The vast and sparsely populated 
territories of Ukraine constituted a traditional slave-hunting ground that was 
fuelling the raiding economy of the Crimean Khanate. The only vestige of the 
Golden Horde to survive past mid-sixteenth century, the Khanate had been 
established in the 1420s by the Giray dynasty, who were descendants of Chinggis 
Khan, and, in the course of the 1470s, became a satellite of the Ottoman Empire.5 
Because of their Sunni creed, prestigious Chinggisid pedigree and military 
resources they wielded, the Giray khans enjoyed a distinct position within the 
wider Ottoman world, far superior to that of Moldavian, Wallachian and even 
Transylvanian rulers. The relations between the khans and the Porte were not 
always cordial, as the Tatar elites often resented Ottoman involvement and tried 
to conduct an independent policy in the region.6 Nonetheless, the association 
with the Porte provided much-needed protection against the Khanate’s more 
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powerful Christian neighbours in exchange for Tatars’ participation in 
Ottoman campaigns.7 This largely symbiotic relationship also encouraged the 
development of Crimean raiding economy, based on slave-raiding expeditions 
to Polish–Lithuanian and Muscovite territories. In the seventeenth century, 
when the colonization efforts in the Ukraine pushed the frontier of settlement 
to the southeast, the raiding intensified and the Black Sea region became one 
of the primary sources of slaves sold on the Ottoman market.8 The scale of this 
trade is difficult to determine, but the estimates suggest it amounted to over two 
million people – a figure comparable to those of the Atlantic ‘Middle Passage’.9 
Tatar slave-raiding constituted a perennial source of tension in Polish–Ottoman 
relations throughout the seventeenth century, but diplomatic interventions 
in Istanbul had little impact. Thus, in order to avoid major incursions, Polish 
monarchs resorted to ‘gifts’, offered annually to the khan; however, low-scale 
raiding continued unabated, and whole sectors of regional economy relied on 
the cycle of slave-raiding and ransoming of captives.10

Crimean Tatars were not the only ones to engage in the raiding economy. The 
vast extent of Polish–Lithuanian steppe frontier and its sparse population meant 
that royal control remained largely nominal, and the region offered a haven to 
those willing to escape the authority of officials and noble landholders. This 
floating population began to band together for self-defence purposes, gradually 
coalescing into a loose military Cossack organization known as the Zaporozhian 
Host, organized as a political–military fraternity commanded by elected leaders. 
As the Cossacks’ numbers and military proficiency increased, they began to 
launch their own raids against the Crimean Khanate and Ottoman territories 
along the Black Sea coast, pillaging as far as the suburbs of Istanbul.11

Polish–Lithuanian authorities never managed to develop a coherent policy 
towards the Cossacks and oscillated between accommodation and repression. 
On the one hand, the Host constituted the pool of a skilled and cheap fighting 
force, and the Cossack Register created in the 1570s aimed to put them on the 
royal payroll. However, the number of registered Cossacks was but a fraction 
of those claiming such status. Ad hoc recruitment for military campaigns only 
aggravated the Cossacks, whose service for the Commonwealth did not translate 
into privileges they coveted. At the same time, there were considerable pressures 
to suppress the Zaporozhian Host altogether. The havoc wreaked by Cossack 
raids against the Ottoman and the Crimean lands ran the risk of sparking a full-
scale war against the Porte – a prospect that the nobility tried to avoid at all 
cost. Moreover, the Polish–Lithuanian elites were contemptuous towards the 
Cossacks, whom they saw as a mob of fugitive serfs threatening the established 
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social order. The failure to accommodate Cossack demands led to a series of 
revolts and repressions, which culminated in a massive uprising of 1648. Led 
by Bohdan Xmel’nyc’kyj, the revolt crippled the Commonwealth and sparked a 
series of wars that continued until the end of the seventeenth century, drawing 
all Eastern European powers into what Brian Davies aptly called a ‘Ukrainian 
quagmire’.12

Further west, the Polish expansion into southwestern Ruthenia put the Crown 
in contact with the Danubian principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia, which 
had emerged in the first half of the fourteenth century along the eastern and 
southern slopes of the Carpathian Mountains. While the circumstances of their 
formation remain at the centre of a heated scholarly debate, the main impulse 
came from the decline of the Golden Horde’s authority in the region, which 
opened up the land for emigration of Romanian-speaking Orthodox elites from 
Hungarian Transylvania. Eventually, two nuclei emerged on the slopes of the 
Carpathian arc, which gradually expanded their reach, subduing rival centres in 
the process. While clear majority of Romanian scholars have assumed that the 
process of territorial state formation concluded in the fourteenth century, Marian 
Coman has recently demonstrated that the process was far from over. Instead, 
the authority of the voivodes was limited politically and geographically, and the 
authority they exercised hinged on patronage ties rather than administrative 
structures.13 Only in the sixteenth century, under the Ottoman influence, did 
the process of consolidation conclude and the voivodes succeeded in co-opting 
the local elites.

From their appearance in the Eastern European landscape, Moldavia and 
Wallachia found themselves surrounded by more powerful neighbours. While 
in Wallachia the interactions with the Polish Crown were incidental and short-
lived, Moldavian voivodes established a lasting bond with their northern 
neighbour and early on declared themselves Polish vassals. This decision not 
only reflected Moldavia’s ties to southwestern Ruthenia, but also aimed at 
using the Crown as a counterweight against Hungarian encroachments.14 In 
1387, Voivode Petru I appeared before the king, and swore an oath to provide 
him with assistance and counsel; his successors renewed the bond of vassalage 
throughout the fifteenth century.15 Polish suzerainty was not particularly 
onerous and the voivodes retained considerable autonomy in pursuing their 
own objectives.16 However, in the second half of the century, the Ottoman 
expansion began to erode the Crown’s influence in the principality. The bond 
of vassalage was renewed for the last time in 1485, and in subsequent years 
the relationship all but withered away.17 An attempt to bring Moldavia back 
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to the fold, undertaken by King John Albert in 1497, ended in a military 
debacle, effectively putting an end to the principality’s status as a Polish vassal. 
However, Polish rulers never abandoned their rights, trying to exert influence 
in Moldavia and leaving open the possibility of reasserting their claims in more 
opportune circumstances.18

A global empire in the Black Sea region: Ottoman expansion

As the Golden Horde entered a period of decline, another Muslim power 
was ascending. Emerging from a small beylik in northwestern Anatolia, the 
Ottomans managed to establish a bridgehead in Europe by 1354 and used it as a 
springboard for further expansion in the Balkans. With no formidable opponent 
in the region, Ottomans quickly became a dominant force and, with the conquest 
of the Bulgarian tsardoms of Tărnovo and Vidin, reached the immediate vicinity 
of Wallachian lands. From the last decades of the fourteenth century until the 
1460s, the principality gradually entered the Ottoman orbit, with its rulers 
becoming tributaries of the Porte.19 Moldavian voivodes followed suit. In 1456 
Petru Aron (1455–7) gave in to Sultan Mehmed II’s ultimatum and agreed to 
pay tribute (harac) to the sultan’s treasury.20 Under Mehmed’s successor, Bayezid 
II (1481–1512), Ottomans consolidated their positions in the region, seizing 
the commercial hubs of Akkerman and Kiliye and effectively transforming the 
Black Sea into an ‘Ottoman lake’.21 Furthermore, the demise of the Kingdom of 
Hungary (1526–41) removed a potential counterweight to the Porte’s growing 
power. Thus, in 1538 a punitive campaign led by Sultan Süleyman led to the 
annexation of the Bucak region, firmly establishing Ottoman control over the 
Danubian principalities.22

Ottoman suzerainty proved more intrusive than Moldavia’s relatively loose 
relationship with the Polish Crown. In their new role as Ottoman tributaries, 
Moldavian and Wallachian voivodes were obliged to pay an annual tribute 
(harac) and perform a number of military and political duties.23 Initially, these 
obligations were not particularly onerous, but as time passed, the relations 
between the Danubian principalities and the Sublime Porte shifted decidedly 
in the latter’s favour. In the second half of the sixteenth century, the amount 
of tribute paid by the voivodes skyrocketed, bringing them to the brink of 
insolvency and prompting a general rebellion against the Ottomans.24 The Porte 
increasingly became involved in the matters of succession in the principalities, 
largely due to the competition for the throne and factional strife within the 
principalities.25 The constant threat posed by the presence of numerous 
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pretenders in the imperial capital forced the rulers to maintain their agents at the 
Porte (capuchehaias), responsible for managing day-to-day affairs and fending 
off potential challengers.26

The debate on the relationship between the Sublime Porte and the Danubian 
principalities has focused on the juridical status of the latter. A particularly 
heated controversy has surrounded the existence of capitulations (‘ahdnames), 
which – it has been argued – would prove that the Ottomans recognized the 
autonomous status of Moldavia and Wallachia.27 While I will discuss the details 
of this debate in the following chapters, this ‘hunt for capitulations’ bore little 
fruit. Instead, as Viorel Panaite noted, it seems that the Ottomans exercised 
their suzerainty according to customary practices and considered the Danubian 
principalities an integral part of the ‘well-protected domains’, and their voivodes 
as tax-collectors (haracgüzar) appointed by the sultan.28

Along the shores of the Black Sea and in the Danubian principalities, the Porte 
pursued a defensive strategy that belied their image as a polity bound on conquest 
and expansion. Following the conquest of Genoese and Venetian colonies which 
gave them full control of the sea, the Ottomans made no sustained push further 
into the steppe.29 This comes as no surprise given that the sparsely populated 
territory hardly constituted an attractive target. Among Ottoman soldiers, 
northern campaigns were wildly unpopular, as the harsh conditions and cold 
were not offset by the prospects of booty.30 The disgruntlement of Janissaries 
forced to participate in Osman II’s campaign against Poland–Lithuania in 1621 
was largely responsible for their rebellion and regicide the following year.31 
Therefore, the Porte was content to maintain a fortified rim guarding entry to 
the Black Sea, while leaving the conduct of steppe affairs to the Crimean khans. 
It was only in the second half of the seventeenth century that the Ottomans, 
disconcerted by the growing power of Muscovy, adopted a more aggressive 
policy in the region.

To defend its possessions in the region, the Porte relied on the Girays and 
the governors of two provinces (eyalets) established in Kefe (Caffa) and Özü 
(modern Očakiv in Ukraine). The latter, formed at the end of the sixteenth 
century, comprised territories from the Danube Delta to the mouth of Boh River 
in the north and was intended as a defensive line against Cossack raids. While 
the eponymous fortress was the official administrative centre of the province, few 
Ottoman officials wanted to reside in a remote stronghold, and instead stayed 
in Silistre just across the river from Wallachia. From this advantageous location, 
they not only defended the region against the Cossacks, but also monitored 
Moldavian and Wallachian voivodes.32
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By the end of the sixteenth century, the Sublime Porte established a relatively 
coherent and efficient administrative–military system, allowing it to maintain its 
domination in the Black Sea region and the Danubian principalities. However, 
this control was by no means uncontested, leading to a series of conflicts and 
wars with the Commonwealth. The existing tensions, produced by the steppe 
raiding economy and competing claims to the Danubian principalities, were 
further exacerbated by the fact that on several occasions in the seventeenth 
century, Moldavian voivodes acted simultaneously as Ottoman tributaries and 
Polish vassals.33 Even during the periods of peace between the Porte and Poland–
Lithuania the dispute over the status of the Danubian principalities brewed 
under the surface. At the same time, the same tensions could empower lesser 
actors, offering them possibilities to juggle allegiances and call on a mightier ally 
in times of need.

The anatomy of arenas: Three early modern  
elites and their political environment

The Ottoman Empire

To many contemporaries and modern historians, the Ottoman Empire appeared 
as the state of unmitigated despotism, its institutions geared for war and conquest. 
For Polish–Lithuanian nobles, jealously guarding their cherished liberties, 
the empire built around the sultan’s extended household and administered by 
his slaves seemed like the antithesis of an ideal political system embodied in 
the Commonwealth. This sentiment permeates the description by Krzysztof 
Zbaraski, the Polish–Lithuanian ambassador to the Porte in 1622–3:

There are – as have always been – only two orders in Turkey, although they 
include more ranks and categories. The first [order] is the ruler himself; the 
other are his slaves. To the ruler belongs the absolutum dominium and he is, as 
if a deity on Earth, the source of all the fortunes and misfortunes that befall this 
nation.34

While long dominant in historiography, the vision of the Ottoman Empire as an 
unmitigated despotism has undergone a sea change in recent decades. The most 
important shift in this respect was the rejection of the decline paradigm, which 
saw the reign of Sultan Süleyman (1520–66) as the peak of Ottoman fortunes, 
followed by a protracted decline that demoted the once-powerful empire to the 
status of ‘sick man of Europe’.35 In contrast, the newer scholarship has revisited 
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the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, seeing them not as a downward spiral, 
but rather as a period of crisis and adaptation that allowed the empire to survive. 
This trend found its fullest expression in Baki Tezcan’s notion of ‘the Second 
Ottoman Empire’, which presented the ‘post-classical’ polity not as a shadow of 
its former self, but rather an entity qualitatively different from what it had been 
in the earlier period.36

What is in a name? To answer this question, it is necessary to look back to 
the political and social evolution of the empire. Following its emergence in the 
fourteenth century, the Ottoman polity underwent numerous transformations, 
the most consequential being its centralization during the reign of Mehmed 
II. Material resources that the ruler acquired through territorial expansion 
and economic integration, as well as the sultan’s prestige as the conqueror of 
Constantinople, allowed him to consolidate sultanic authority and reshape the 
imperial elite. Entrenched aristocratic clans, such as the Çandarlıs, and powerful 
frontier beys were pushed aside in favour of sultan’s slaves; the prebendal timar 
system expanded, along with the Janissary corps. Increased revenue extracted 
from tax-paying population (re’aya) provided the sultan with the means to 
maintain a growing military–administrative class (askeri). At the apex of power, 
the principle of unigeniture and the practice of fratricide aimed to preserve the 
cohesion of the dynasty and secure the sultan’s position as the uncontested head 
of the patrimonial state.37

By the second half of the sixteenth century, however, the system began to 
unravel.38 As Baki Tezcan argues, the key factor was the economic shift towards 
monetized economy and accompanying social transformations.39 In order to tap 
new sources of wealth, the imperial revenue-raising apparatus, based on dues in 
kind collected by timar-holders, had to be overhauled. In effect, starting from 
the late sixteenth century, the timars were gradually phased out and replaced 
with tax-farming contracts auctioned to the highest bidder under the iltizam 
system.40 These economic changes had unintended consequences, as they 
empowered new social actors, who made their way into the askeri ranks.41 The 
influx of these ‘outsiders’ (ecnebi) not only undermined the existing boundary 
between re’aya and askeri, but also increased the competition within elite ranks. 
Moreover, the monetization of economy empowered the Islamic legal scholars 
(ulema), whose legal expertise became indispensable in the sphere the imperial 
governance.42

These sweeping changes – the monetization of Ottoman economy, the 
changing character of the askeri class and the political ascendancy of the 
ulema – gradually limited sultanic authority. Following Mehmed III’s ascension 
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in 1595, the practice of fratricide effectively lapsed, depriving the rulers of 
military charisma they had enjoyed, and shifting the pattern of succession 
towards primogeniture.43 The new rules of succession further curbed the ruler’s 
position, providing a potential opposition with a possibility to replace the sultan 
with another member of the dynasty. In effect, the year 1622 witnessed the first 
regicide in Ottoman history, and until the end of the seventeenth century, most 
sultans were forcibly removed from the throne.

Rebellion became an increasingly frequent occurrence in Ottoman political 
life. Kapıkulu troops, the mainstay of the sultan’s patrimonial household, 
underwent a significant change following the breakdown of boundaries 
between askeri and re’aya. While previously the Janissary corps had consisted 
of handpicked slaves levied from among the Christian population of the empire 
through the devşirme system, the influx of free-born Muslims not only bloated 
the corps’ size, but also changed its character. As their members engaged in trade 
and tax collection, the Janissaries transformed into an influential pressure group, 
ready to protect their financial interests against any encroachments by the ruler 
or other members of the elite, even by means of an armed revolt.44

The standing army was not the only one to employ rebellion as a political 
tool, and other groups within the elite soon followed. As Karen Barkey pointed 
out, the Porte had acted as a ‘grand scheduler’ with regard to the elites: by 
shuffling appointments according to differential schedules, it prevented 
individual officials from entrenching themselves in their positions and ensured 
control over the ruling class.45 In the sixteenth century, this rotation was an 
attractive opportunity for the members of central and provincial elites, as 
timar-holders often willingly gave up their prebends, hoping to receive bigger 
allotments in the future.46 However, by the end of the century, the fortunes of 
provincial cavalrymen took a turn for the worse. On the one hand, the ecnebis 
and individuals from the imperial centre took over higher ranks in provincial 
administration, blocking the careers of the provincial askeri.47 On the other, 
as the fiscal administration transitioned to the iltizam system, the number of 
timars decreased and competition intensified. By the seventeenth century, the 
practice of renouncing timars virtually ceased, as sipahi came to see the rotation 
as a threat rather than an opportunity.

As timar-holders clung to their shrinking sources of revenue, their 
superiors were not much better off. The competition for offices among 
governors (sancakbeys) and governors-general (beylerbeys) gained momentum, 
contributing to the accelerating pace of rotation and longer periods out of office. 
This took a toll on the ümera’s finances, as they were expected to maintain ‘well-
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outfitted households’ and provide troops for campaigns.48 Thus, to supplement 
their revenue and meet the demands, the governors increasingly engaged in a 
variety of economic activities, including trade, lending and tax-farming.49

Caught in the fierce competition, Ottoman provincial officials increasingly 
resorted to rebellion to retain their posts. This took place against the 
background of the militarization of Ottoman countryside, providing governors-
turned-rebels with a ready pool of mercenaries, recruited in thousands by celali 
warlords. In many respects, these mercenary armies became ‘rebels without a 
cause’, roaming the countryside and trying to force their way into the ranks of 
the askeri.50 Commanders dispatched to restore order quickly began to employ 
similar recruitment strategies and formed sekban armies of their own. Once 
disbanded, the mercenaries turned to banditry, disrupting economic life and 
displacing rural population. The havoc wreaked by the celalis converged with 
a series of demographic and environmental upheavals, plunging Anatolia into 
turmoil by the end of the sixteenth century.51

In response to this crisis, the Ottoman authorities adopted a flexible and 
lenient approach towards the rebels, bargaining with their leaders and oscillating 
between repression and co-optation into the system of governance. In effect, a 
revolt against the Porte was no longer a point of no return and became a stage in 
negotiations between the imperial centre and the rebels.52 In effect, a rebel could 
become a respected Ottoman official overnight, with some individuals crossing 
this boundary on multiple occasions.

Thus, the Ottoman Empire of the seventeenth century was a polity in flux, 
as deep-cutting social and economic transformations restructured the political 
arena of the empire. As the patrimonial model of Süleyman’s ‘classical period’ 
gradually gave way to the new socio-political order, many institutions entered a 
period of crisis or even decline. However, their demise did not signify a general 
decline of the empire, but rather an often painful and tumultuous adjustment 
to new conditions and challenges. Thus, for all the crises that the empire faced, 
the seventeenth century is better seen not as a time of decay, but rather one of 
adaptation.

Poland–Lithuania

At the beginning of July 1569, after much wrangling and dramatic turns of 
events, the Union of Lublin transformed the long-lasting dynastic union 
between the Polish Crown and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania into a polity 
known as the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth. While composite monarchies 
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were commonplace in early modern Europe, the institutional trajectory of 
Poland–Lithuania produced a model so peculiar as to make many scholars 
doubt whether it is even comparable with other polities of the period.53 This 
distinct political system had been in the making since the late fourteenth 
century, shaped by the complex dynamics within the dynastic union and the 
accumulation of privileges by numerous nobility, the latter estimated at 6 to 8 
per cent of total population.54 These factors produced the Commonwealth’s most 
characteristic features, including the nobility’s vast privileges and a monopoly 
on power, vibrant parliamentary life, elective monarchy and the consolidation 
of the ‘second serfdom’.

The middle decades of the sixteenth century constituted a significant 
watershed in these developments. This period witnessed an unprecedented 
boom in the Baltic grain trade, which greatly benefitted the nobility and 
triggered the development of a market-oriented manorial economy.55 Boosted 
by the revenues from the trade, Polish middle gentry launched a political 
offensive against a narrow elite concentrated at the royal court. The nobles called 
for an ‘execution of the law’, that is, the enforcement of the laws often ignored 
by the elite of powerholders. While rooted in a legalist and restorative rhetoric, 
the demands of this executionist movement involved a wide array of topics, 
including reclamation of alienated parts of the royal domain, religious tolerance, 
and the union between the Polish Crown and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. 
Most importantly, they marked the political emancipation of the gentry and its 
growing role within the political system. While these demands initially met with 
hostility of the rulers, in the early 1560 the last Jagiellonian king, Sigismund 
II Augustus (1548–72) embraced the movement and pushed through both 
internal reforms and the issue of Polish–Lithuanian union. Most institutions of 
the Grand Duchy were brought in line with the Polish ones, thus preparing the 
ground for the act of 1569. From then on, Lithuania and the Crown would share 
the same elective monarch and a representative assembly (Sejm), while retaining 
their own distinct hierarchies, militaries and exchequers.

Sigismund Augustus’s death and the end of the Jagiellonian dynasty in July 
1572 tested these arrangements, while at the same time paved way to a fully 
fledged elective monarchy. Participating in the election became the right of 
every nobleman, and the king-elect was obliged to guarantee the foundations of 
the political order and conform to the restrictions and commitments imposed 
by the nobility. Should he violate the privileges, the nobles could invoke their 
right to withdraw their obedience and even resist the monarch by military 
means.56 Although the ruler retained the exclusive right to appoint officials, 
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his ability to handpick his supporters was limited by the established custom of 
lifelong tenure in office. Thus, kings often found themselves stuck with their 
predecessors’ appointees, with whom they were not always on good terms. 
Moreover, the seventeenth century witnessed a crisis of trust between the kings 
and their subjects, who suspected the former of plotting to destroy the cherished 
political system and institute a dreaded absolutum dominium.57

For the Polish–Lithuanian nobles, the Sejm was the Commonwealth’s crown 
jewel and a living embodiment of the monarchia mixta political system. The 
king was legally obliged to summon it at least every two years, although the 
political imperatives led to much more frequent sessions. The institution, 
consisting of the monarch himself, high-ranking officials with a seat in the 
Senate, and the Chamber of Deputies elected by local dietines (sejmiki), was 
the lynchpin of the political system. As the central representative body, it had 
broad legislative and juridical powers and decided on a variety of matters from 
taxation and war to minute personal grievances. The decision-making process 
relied on consensus-building since all bills had to be passed without voiced 
opposition. This requirement put a premium on bargaining and compromise, 
but it also made the proceedings cumbersome, making it easy to disrupt or 
undo the whole legislative process. Despite obvious procedural bottlenecks, in 
the first half of the seventeenth century the Sejm fulfilled its decision-making 
function quite efficiently. However, the turmoil of the mid-seventeenth 
century and the growing factionalization of the political scene caused the 
institutional crisis to take root. Starting in the second half of the century, the 
practice of liberum veto (blocking the proceedings by a single dissenting voice) 
increasingly paralysed the body, a process that culminated in the first half of 
the eighteenth century.58

With the Sejm increasingly unable to pass legislation and approve taxes, 
decision-making shifted towards provincial dietines, which constituted the 
backbone of the local political life and the main stage for most nobles. The local 
assemblies fulfilled numerous functions, including electing deputies to the Sejm 
and judicial tribunals, passing local regulations and deciding on the matters of 
taxation. This institutional devolution allowed the Commonwealth’s political 
system to face immediate challenges, but at the same time fostered the sense of 
regionalism and led to a ‘crater-like’ structure of power, with authority dispersed 
both institutionally and geographically.59 Neither the rudimentary administrative 
infrastructure nor the woefully underdeveloped fiscal apparatus was able to 
act as a centripetal force, and the lack coordination between individual bodies 
constituted a constant concern.60
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Territories adjacent to Moldavian and Ottoman territories – the palatinates 
(województwa) of Ruthenia, Podolia, Braclav, Kyiv and Volhynia – had their 
own institutional and social peculiarities that set them apart from the rest of 
the Commonwealth. The process of their incorporation into the Polish Crown 
occurred in two distinct phases. Ruthenia and Podolia were annexed during 
the initial phases of the kingdom’s expansion towards the Black Sea in the mid-
fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries. In turn, Volhynia, Braclav and Kyiv 
had been possessions of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania until 1569, when King 
Sigismund Augustus ceded them to the Crown in order to break the Lithuanian 
magnates’ resistance against the Union of Lublin.

The political and social makeup of the palatinates reflected these different 
trajectories. By the late sixteenth century, Podolia and especially Ruthenia had 
been part of the Crown for over two centuries and their socio-political life did 
not diverge significantly from the kingdom’s central provinces. The nobility 
used Polish and Latin in official correspondence and daily life, and Polish noble 
lineages entered the local elite as early as the fourteenth century. With a strong 
and assertive middle gentry, well-versed in the intricacies of Polish political 
system, the local political life in Ruthenia differed little from the conditions in 
the core provinces of the Crown.

In this respect, the Ukrainian palatinates provided a stark contrast, and only 
began a protracted process of political integration. Local nobilities in Volhynia, 
Braclav and Kyiv were far less numerous (merely 1 per cent of the population) 
and predominantly Greek Orthodox; Ruthenian remained the official language 
of the chancellery, and the Second Lithuanian Statute continued as the law of 
the land.61 This Ruthenian–Lithuanian heritage proved as durable in shaping the 
noble estate itself. Although the reforms of the 1560s attempted to mould a single, 
legally equal elite along Polish models, in fact they lumped together three distinct 
strata: princes (knjazi), lords (pany) and dependent boyars.62 The knjazi lineages, 
who claimed descent from Ruthenian and Lithuanian dynasties, managed 
to retain their titles and political hegemony, despite the protests of a more 
egalitarian-minded Polish nobility.63 Thus, by the beginning of the seventeenth 
century, the easternmost palatinates were only slowly adjusting to the political 
culture of the Crown.64 Although the Cossack uprising of 1648 accelerated this 
process, the sense of regionalism persisted at least until the end of the century.65

The Union of Lublin triggered a massive surge in the population of the region, 
encouraged by colonization efforts by old and new landholders, which pushed 
the frontier settlement into the steppe. Massive latifundia emerged; for instance, 
Knjaz’ Kostjantyn-Vasyl’ Ostroz’kyj controlled over 80 towns and 2,760 villages, 
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making him one of the greatest landowners not only in the Commonwealth 
but the early modern world.66 However, fundamental constraints limited the 
revenues from these vast holdings. Serf labour was scarce and many fugitive 
subjects were running away to join the Cossacks or escape feudal obligations. 
The pool of available workforce was also continuously depleted by Tatar 
slave-raiding, forcing the nobles to maintain large military contingents to repel 
the raiders. Finally, there was no suitable commercial outlet that would make the 
export of grain profitable. In effect, the Ukrainian lands did not experience the 
development of a manorial economy that characterized the Vistula basin further 
west.67 Instead, the landowners drew their revenue from cattle ranching, as well 
as excise dues and tithes. However, even if the region was not an economic 
powerhouse, the sheer scale of the holdings owned by local magnates provided 
them with enough revenue to secure a prominent position in the political and 
social life of the Commonwealth and the whole region.

Along with political and social differences, the dominant creed also set the 
Ukrainian territories apart from other palatinates of the Polish Crown (although 
not the Grand Duchy). The population of the region was overwhelmingly 
Orthodox, creating tensions with the Catholic rulers and church hierarchy. While 
the Confederation of Warsaw (1573) guaranteed the nobles religious freedom, 
the act did not specify the means to enforce it and any attempts to rectify the 
situation were obstructed by the Catholic bishops. At the same time, many 
local magnates who had acted as patrons of the Orthodox Church converted to 
Roman Catholicism to improve their position at the court. Although this wave 
of Catholicization did not reach lower ranks of the nobility until the second half 
of the seventeenth century,68 the profound crisis of the Church led Orthodox 
hierarchs to accept papal authority. The Union of Brest’, concluded in October 
1596, split the Orthodox community in two and was overwhelmingly rejected by 
the faithful.69 The conflict between the camps dominated the political scene and 
further escalated the tensions in the region.

Finally, Tatar slave-raiding expeditions posed a constant threat. According to 
the estimates by Maurycy Horn, only in the first half of the seventeenth century, 
at least seventy-five raids took place, but the actual figures are probably much 
higher.70 The Crown’s minuscule standing army of 2,000 men, thinly spread 
along a thousand-kilometre border, was unable to protect the region or stop 
the haemorrhaging of the population. This led to a massive militarization of 
the region, as local landowners assembled their own armies, which frequently 
reached considerable size. Although the size of these private troops is unclear, it 
is nonetheless obvious that they vastly outnumbered the royal forces.71 Thus, the 
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military accumulation provided local magnates with another valuable resource, 
which they could deploy to protect their own estates or pursue their political 
agendas.

Danubian principalities

Although the formation of Moldavia and Wallachia as distinct political entities 
occurred independently of each other and according to different schedules, they 
produced similar institutional and social arrangements which justify their joint 
treatment. Although the principalities’ emergence onto the historical stage owed 
much to their initial ties with the Kingdom of Hungary, their political structures 
and means of legitimacy drew on Byzantine rather than Hungarian traditions. 
At the apex of the political hierarchy stood the voivode, who adopted the posture 
of an Orthodox autocrat.72 In practice, however, the rulers exercised authority 
together with the local boyar elite, who held considerable influence in the 
princely council (sfatul domnesc).73 Although primarily a judicial and advisory 
body, the council nonetheless partook in the decision-making process, serving 
as a link between the court and the countryside.

Until the end of the sixteenth century, the thrones of Moldavia and Wallachia 
remained in the hands of local dynasties – Bogdăneşti-Muşatini and Basarabi, 
respectively. While the dynastic pedigree was a precondition for ascending the 
throne, the highly irregular pattern of succession led to frequent conflicts within 
the extended dynasty. By the beginning of the seventeenth century, however, this 
dynastic principle had largely withered away. In the seventeenth century rulers 
increasingly came from among the boyar class or Orthodox elites of Istanbul, 
often fabricating dynastic lineage to enhance their legitimacy. This oversupply 
of potential rulers was further complicated by the growing role the Sublime 
Porte played in appointing and confirming the voivodes. In effect, starting from 
the mid-sixteenth century, the ever-growing number of pretenders flocked to 
Istanbul, leading to an increasing instability of voivodal tenure and accelerating 
the pace of turnover. On average, a seventeenth-century Moldavian ruler 
remained on the throne for mere three years, and his Wallachian counterpart – 
a mere year longer. Some rulers – such as Matei Basarab (1632–54) and 
Constantin Brâncoveanu (1688–1714) in Wallachia, and Vasile Lupu (1634–53) 
in Moldavia – were able to hold to power for much longer, but all operated under 
a constant threat of deposition and execution.

The origins and nature of the boyar class have been at the centre of heated 
historiographical debate, with scholars arguing for either control over landed 
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property or office-holding as the defining criteria for membership.74 However, 
until the mid-eighteenth century, when a series of reforms reshaped the status 
of boyars was a matter of social recognition rather than formalized criteria. The 
threshold for entry into the ranks of the elite was ownership of landed property, 
control over serf workforce, genealogy and office-holding, the latter becoming 
the decisive criterion over time.75 In effect, throughout the seventeenth century, 
the boundaries of the boyar class remained fuzzy, making it relatively easy for 
outsiders to integrate themselves into the local elite, by way of appointment to 
office, acquisition of land in the principality and marriage.

The second half of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries marked a period of 
major political and social reconfiguration in the Danubian principalities. First, 
the Ottoman fiscal pressure contributed to the consolidation of administrative 
structures, as rulers sought to meet the demands of the Porte. While in the course 
of the fifteenth century the voivodes’ control of peripheral regions was limited, 
the need to raise the harac provided an impulse to expand revenue-raising 
apparatus and raise the fiscal burden.76 Secondly, the unintended consequence 
of this growing demand for financial resources was a rapid transition towards 
monetized economy in order to meet fiscal demands.77 This forced monetization 
disrupted peasant communities and self-contained boyar estates, forcing them 
to engage in the market economy.

Social structures adapted to the new economic realities, changing the way in 
which the boyars defined themselves. Gradually, office-holding overshadowed 
other criteria as the primary signifier of privileged social status, to the extent 
that the notions of ‘boyar’ and ‘office-holder’ became effectively synonymous.78 
The new generation of boyars embraced the economic changes, engaging in 
profitable cattle-ranching and grain trade. They also enjoyed greater control 
over manpower, since the burden of taxation forced many village communities 
to accept their tutelage. The elite also made a major push towards stabilizing 
and increasing the unfree labour, restricting the serfs’ freedom of movement. 
Although the Moldavian–Wallachian iteration of serfdom never reached the 
cohesiveness on par with that in Poland–Lithuania, it nonetheless provided the 
local elite with stable economic basis.79

This transformation had far-reaching cultural implications. According to 
Petre Panaitescu, in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries a new cultural 
idiom emerged among the elite, which abandoned traditional Slavonic high 
culture upheld by the princely circles and the Orthodox Church, instead 
establishing a new literary and historiographical tradition in Romanian 
vernacular composed by the boyar themselves.80 While some members of the 
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elite tried to defend the position of Slavonic and develop it into a more flexible 
medium, by the mid-century Romanian established itself as the dominant 
literary tradition.

The transformation of Moldavian and Wallachian economies and the 
structural changes within the boyar class were intimately bound to another 
crucial phenomenon of the seventeenth century. Starting from the second half of 
the sixteenth century, the principalities witnessed a growing wave of immigration 
from the territories south of the Danube. These newcomers, described in 
Romanian historiography as ‘Greco-Levantines’ or ‘pre-Phanariots’, came to 
Moldavia and Wallachia, either on their own or accompanied the voivodes 
appointed by the Porte. Taking advantage of their financial resources and close 
ties with the rulers, they managed to secure positions in the administrative 
hierarchy, pushing away local competitors. Gradually, these families managed 
to integrate themselves into the local elite by means of marriages and land 
acquisition.81 The takeover of offices and land by the newcomers led to a 
backlash by disenfranchised local boyars, who frequently resorted to violence 
against perceived interlopers, with only limited success.82

The impact of the ‘Greco-Levantine’ influx into the ranks of boyars had 
tremendous consequences and played a crucial role in the formation of cross-
border patronage relations. As Radu Păun pointed out, for prominent families of 
‘Greco-Levantine’ stock – such as Rusets, Carageas or Asanis – their integration 
into the local elite did not mean relinquishing their sources of social and 
political power in the imperial centre. Instead, they became ‘multipositioned 
social actors, in the sense that they acted in several arenas at the same time’.83 
Entrenched in the Moldavian–Wallachian and Ottoman political arenas, they 
frequently acted as brokers facilitating cross-border patronage ties between the 
Danubian principalities and the imperial capital.

Thus, throughout the seventeenth century, Moldavian and Wallachian elites 
experienced a period of rapid transformation that created new possibilities, but 
also posed new challenges. Driven by fiscal demands, the shift from traditional 
economic patterns to a monetary economy provided the boyar class with new 
sources of revenue and incentivized the expansion of serfdom. The overhaul 
of the revenue-raising apparatus and territorial consolidation also transformed 
the boyars’ access to offices into the crucial component of their elite status. At 
the same time, the growing competition within the elite, the influx of Greco-
Levantines and the rapid turnover at the throne increased political instability 
and provided an incentive to build up factional structures as a problem-solving 
mechanism.
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The rise of the faction

Early modern Ottoman, Polish–Lithuanian and Moldavian–Wallachian elites 
operated in different political environments, each with a distinct set of rules, 
opportunities and constraints. What could these disparate arenas have in 
common as to warrant their inclusion within the same model? Admittedly, 
putting them on an equal footing may seem like a fool’s errand. However, once 
we look at the developments in political practice and the distribution of power 
within the elite, we can identify common trends. This is best illustrated by 
comparing three statements by specialists in Polish-Lithuanian, Ottoman and 
Romanian history:

The Polish political elite was closely tied to the magnates, who secured either for 
themselves or for their protégés all of the key offices in the province […] Perhaps 
one should not regard the Polish king as head of state so much as the head of his 
own faction, more or less equal to others.84

The sultans’ powers became dispersed and contested. Instead of a state 
understood as one imperial household, power shifted among elite households 
divided by factional rivalries. Sultans periodically tried to revive the warrior-
ruler role as late as the reign of Mustafa II (r. 1695–1703), in his case with 
disastrous results.85

[W]e find numerous boyars at the helm of their clientele. […] They were 
described by their contemporaries as ‘holders’ of the country, its ‘alphas and 
omegas’, but also as ‘the sources of all evil’ of the age; they threw their support 
behind one voivode or another, depending on their kinship ties and personal 
interest. Only rarely did they face execution for their part in schemes against the 
rulers […] more often, the rulers tried to get rid of them by means of poison, but 
with little success.86

These descriptions, formulated independently of each other, bring to light a 
common thread that runs throughout the seventeenth-century history of the 
region. Political power shifted away from the rulers towards members of the 
elite at the helm of their own patronage networks. This devolution of power 
and political resources, which we can call ‘the rise of the faction’, signified a 
shared trajectory of political evolution, despite obvious institutional differences 
between the arenas.

The main feature of this general trend was a growing reliance on patron–client 
ties for recruitment into the officialdom and subsequent career advancement. 
Gaining access to offices and positions of power constituted a valuable resource 
and a scarce one to that. As the seventeenth century progressed, it became even 
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more difficult, as the growing competition outstripped the supply of coveted 
posts. This phenomenon was most visible among Ottoman officials, where the 
influx of ecnebi exceeded the capacity of the administration to accommodate 
the interests and aspirations of the military class. Even when the traditional 
system of recruitment, the child levy (devşirme) lapsed, the problem of too 
many candidates competing for too few positions remained unresolved.87 The 
similar process took place in Moldavia and Wallachia, where the immigration 
of Greco-Levantines increased competition for a limited number of posts. The 
situation differed somewhat in the case of Poland–Lithuania, where the noble 
estate did not experience such challenges. However, the limited number of 
offices available and the sheer size of the noble estate made the struggle for 
offices similar in ferocity, a problem further compounded by the lifelong tenure 
of incumbents.

To remain in power, high-ranking officials began to expand their patronage 
networks by co-opting ambitious upstarts, who hoped the grandees’ backing 
would provide them with a competitive edge in their own careers. This trend 
led to the establishment of kapıs – grandee households, modelled after the 
household of the sultan himself, bound to their leaders by intricate webs of 
kinship, political slavery and patronage. These extended political edifices were 
decidedly goal oriented and meant to increase their heads’ influence within 
the administration and further careers of their subordinates. By the end of the 
seventeenth century, the system had proven so successful that it overshadowed 
other channels of recruitment into the Ottoman officialdom.88

In Poland–Lithuania, the pattern differed somewhat due to the 
Commonwealth’s decentralized structure and the crucial role of representative 
assemblies. Nonetheless, the underlying logic was similar. Although the 
magnates enjoyed a far more secure position than their Moldavian–Wallachian 
and Ottoman counterparts, they had to maintain constant presence at local 
assemblies to secure local support for their political ventures. This they 
accomplished by captivating local opinion leaders, which in turn influenced 
the noble grassroots.89 From the clients’ point of view, their association with 
a powerful magnate offered access to the royal court and perspectives of 
appointment to official posts. Although most lower-rank positions did not 
account for much in terms of authority or economic gain, they allowed their 
holders to distinguish themselves from the mass of nobility and were thus 
coveted by aspiring individuals.

Economic interests converged with political ones. Seventeenth-century 
Eastern Europe witnessed many economic and social upheavals, depleting 
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the elites’ wealth. In the Ottoman Empire, the system of rotation, meant to 
accommodate the interest of multiple claimants, increased its pace: the tenures 
became shorter, while periods out of office extended in length.90 This placed 
a considerable burden on the members of the elite, expected to maintain and 
finance their households even out of the rotation. As the expenses mounted 
and competition increased, a series of wars, rebellions, and environmental and 
demographic crises reduced the traditional sources of revenue.91 In Poland–
Lithuania and the Danubian principalities, the economic downturn and the 
havoc wreaked by multiple wars left many nobles and boyars destitute, forcing 
them to seek relief and protection of local potentates.

In effect, patronage networks became sprawling machines of revenue-raising 
and redistribution. Among the Ottoman officialdom, the growing cost of political 
competition incurred by members of the elite increased their involvement with 
economic activity, most notably by means of tax-farming, as a means to finance 
their political households.92 Iltizam contracts provided a flexible mechanism 
for financing the political household, whereby a grandee could delegate his 
clients to collect taxes on the ground or approach provincial notables to act as 
his agents. In this manner, factional and tax-farming networks reinforced each 
other, binding peripheral elites to the imperial centre.93

For Polish–Lithuanian nobility and Moldavian–Wallachian boyars, tax 
collection did not offer such rewards as for their Ottoman counterparts. The 
Commonwealth’s haphazard and inefficient revenue-raising system repeatedly 
failed to collect expected sums. In turn, onerous tax burden and widespread 
evasion in Moldavia and Wallachia put tax collectors at risk of paying the 
difference from their own pockets.94 However, office-holding provided 
opportunities for enrichment through fees and exactions from the population. 
Instead, Polish–Lithuanian magnates used their extensive landholdings to 
expand their political influence by leasing their own estates, or royal lands they 
controlled, to their noble clients, in a manner not dissimilar from the Ottoman 
grandees’ use of iltizam.95

Finally, another facet of the rise of the faction concerned military affairs. This 
phenomenon operated on two levels. On the one hand, military commanders 
used their position to promote their clients to officer posts and to curry the 
favour of the rank-and-file.96 As competing factions began to penetrate military 
units, the army became politicized, with soldiers taking the side of their patrons 
in the periods of political conflicts. On the other hand, the seventeenth century 
saw faction leaders recruit their own troops outside the existing system.97 The 
conflicts and turmoil of the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries produced a 
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ready pool of military men seeking employment, which they found on the payroll 
of local potentates. With a fighting force of their own, Ottoman grandees and 
Polish–Lithuanian magnates could leverage their troops to secure appointments, 
intimidate opposition or resist central authorities.98

This political, financial and military build-up of factions shifted the balance 
of power within individual arenas, enhancing the position of high-ranking 
officials at the expense of monarchs and central institutions. Unable to break 
the stranglehold, the rulers entered the political fray, building their patronage 
networks and competing for resources with other faction leaders, creating their 
own favourites and raising stakes in the competition. The result was a growing 
crisis of coordination between individual factions, often disrupting political and 
military ventures.

It would be easy to interpret these developments as evidence of declining 
standards of service by the self-serving elites. However, the reality seems to have 
been far more complex. While the expansion patronage networks privatized 
a growing share of resources embedded in the political arenas and disrupted 
administrative hierarchies, the members of factions did not seek to subvert the 
political system. In fact, patronage networks played a central role in key areas of 
governance, such as revenue-raising and military mobilization.99 Nonetheless, 
their political objectives did not necessarily align with what we would call state 
interest, and the resources they controlled could just as easily be turned against 
central authorities.

Thus, in spite of the indelible differences existing between Ottoman, Polish–
Lithuanian and Moldavian–Wallachian political arenas, we can discern a 
common pattern of factional build-up and privatization of resources during the 
seventeenth century. Rather than a sign of decline, the expansion of patronage 
networks took place in response to challenges posed by new circumstances, 
providing Eastern European elites with a problem-solving mechanism in an 
increasingly competitive and volatile environment. Cumulatively, these changes 
had a transformative influence on the patterns of political life, shifting the 
balance of power between the ruler and the elite and contributing to growing 
privatization of resources and administrative functions. In the following part, 
I will address how this factional build-up manifested itself in a cross-border 
context.



Mechanics of Cross-Border 
Patronage

Part One



42



Trust underpins the lion’s share of human interaction. It facilitates cooperation, 
reduces the risks inherent in joint ventures and enables social actors to anticipate 
the behaviour of their partners. The higher the stakes, the more crucial trust 
between partners becomes. In this respect, factional politics was definitely a 
high-stakes game, as its participants continuously ran the risk of losing property, 
wealth and life, making trust a primary concern.

In the competitive, back stabbing environment of seventeenth-century 
Eastern Europe, trust was hard to come by. Members of the elite usually 
competed for limited resources and were eager to bring down their rivals 
through subversion or sabotage. Vast distances and poor communications only 
exacerbated these risks, making it hard for officials to control the situation. This 
constant threat is best illustrated by what Günhan Börekçi dubbed ‘the grand 
vizier’s dilemma’.1 For a grand vizier, leaving Istanbul to lead a campaign carried 
considerable risk of removal, since his enemies at the Porte could exploit his 
absence to discredit him in the eyes of the sultan and seize power themselves. 
Nor did delegating military command remove the threat entirely: should the 
appointee achieve a major victory, he could leverage his prestige to take the 
incumbent’s place.

To shore up their position, grandees relied on clients, strategically placed 
within the ranks of the officialdom and responsible for fending off competition. 
In this sense, seventeenth-century patronage relations were trust networks, where 
‘members’ relations to each other put major long-term collective enterprises 
at risk to the malfeasance, mistakes or failures of other network members’.2 
However, the reliance on patron–client bonds merely deflected the problem of 
trust rather than solved it, since the clients could just as easily defect if it suited 
their interests. Thus, to ensure the viability of their political edifice, prospective 
faction-builders had to develop bonding mechanisms that would ensure loyalty 
and reduce the inherent risks.

2

Building Bridges, Building Trust
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Ideally, the faction-builders would be able to recruit their partners from 
among a tightly knit group of acquaintances, with whom they shared a long 
track record of successful cooperation. This favoured closing factional ranks, 
since ‘closed networks – that is to say networks in which people are connected 
such that behavior goes unnoticed – create an advantage by decreasing the risks 
that would otherwise inhibit trust’.3 However, closure came at a price, imposing 
narrow limits on the faction’s ability to grow and expand its power base. Thus, 
a viable strategy required striking a balance between closure and brokerage, 
‘coordinating people between whom it would be valuable, but risky, to trust’.4

The necessity of reconciling these two imperatives led members of the elite 
to develop bonding mechanisms intended to integrate new members and reduce 
the risk of defection. The exact contents of those toolkits of faction-building, as 
I choose to call them, varied considerably from one arena to another, depending 
on socio-political institutions, established practices and cultural idioms shared 
by respective elites. For instance, the system of political slavery, a basic building 
block of Ottoman political households, had no parallel either in Poland–
Lithuania or in the Danubian principalities, where personal freedom was a 
prerequisite for participation in political life. For all their differences, however, 
the efforts and tools employed served the same purpose of building a cohesive 
political machine.

Thinking about faction-building in terms of toolkits has the advantage 
of highlighting the pragmatic approaches of the early modern elites. As Jane 
Hathaway pointed out, no Ottoman official tried to establish a homogeneous 
system held together by a single bonding mechanism.5 Individual grandees 
accumulated their networks gradually throughout their careers, co-opting 
prospective clients when opportunities presented themselves. Thus, the structure 
of factions was more akin to bricolage, comprising a variety of social ties, formed 
on an ad hoc basis and employing multiple bonding mechanisms.

On the spectrum between closure and brokerage, cross-border patronage 
tilted heavily towards the latter, providing access to otherwise unavailable 
resources. While this feature made cooperation attractive, it also exacerbated 
trust issues. Apart from inhabiting different geographical locations, Ottoman 
grandees, Polish–Lithuanian nobles and Moldavian–Wallachian boyars lived 
in different socio-political and cultural environments. Their social worlds 
intersected sporadically, and face-to-face contact was infrequent. There was no 
reliable reputational mechanism in place to reduce the risk of malfeasance. Rules 
governing different arenas also rendered many established tools of faction-
building incompatible with the requirements of cross-border patronage. Thus, 
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to construct an efficient political machine, seventeenth-century elites had to 
innovate, calibrating their faction-building tools and coming up with alternative 
bonding mechanisms. The fact that they went to considerable lengths in doing 
so testifies to the importance they attached to reaching out beyond the pale.

Familial matters

Early modern politics revolved around family. Thinking in terms of a 
multigenerational patrimonial lineage was ubiquitous, and the imperatives 
of its biological and social reproduction shaped social practices and political 
strategies.6 Family members constituted a ready pool of recruits for political 
enterprises, and marriages served to construct and cement alliances. This 
applied equally to Ottoman, Polish–Lithuanian and Moldavian–Wallachian 
elites, although how these ties operated varied according to legal, social and 
cultural norms dictated by their environment.

In Poland–Lithuania and the Danubian principalities, the dominant practice 
of partible inheritance was among the most important features shaping familial 
strategies. The requirement to divide the property among all heirs posed a 
serious risk to the stability of the lineage’s material and political position in the 
long run. In Moldavia and Wallachia, the practice of dividing boyar estates led to 
recurrent waves of fragmentation and consolidation that continued throughout 
the early modern period and caused a fall of many grand boyar families.7 In 
Poland–Lithuania, magnate families tried to avoid this risk by establishing entails 
(ordynacje), meant to bypass customary norms and safeguard landholdings for 
future generations.8 However, despite this relative instability, the material and 
political status of these elites were far more secure than that of their Ottoman 
counterparts.

The Ottoman model of familial relations followed a different pattern, 
rooted in Hanafi legal tradition and influenced by the blueprint provided by 
the sultanic household. Like their Christian counterparts, the Muslim elite used 
the system of pious foundations (vakfs) to bypass inheritance regulations and 
avoid the dispersal of family’s economic resources.9 However, their ability to pass 
their wealth to descendants was severely limited by their status of sultan’s slaves 
(kul) that formed the backbone of the group’s collective identity and political 
power. In effect, their property could be subject to confiscation (müsadere) at 
any moment.10 While this practice was applied less frequently in the seventeenth 
century and often failed to identify all grandee’s possessions, it still put the 
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Ottoman elite in a more precarious position than that of their Polish–Lithuanian 
and Moldavian–Wallachian counterparts.11

What set the Ottomans apart from other elites in the region was the ubiquity 
of political slavery as a faction-building tool. The model set by the dynastic 
household following a well-established Islamic tradition was replicated in a 
fractal-like manner, with Ottoman officials establishing their own kapıs.12 
Rather than constituting an abased underclass, slaves were integrated into 
family structures, with the bond tying them to their master operating as a form 
of surrogate kinship.13 In some instances, it was the slaves rather than biological 
offspring that inherited leadership within the household after their master 
passed away.14 In fact, the widespread practice of concubinage and harem slavery 
meant that the distinction between family and slaves remained blurred to the 
point of being indistinguishable.

As the seventeenth century progressed, the nexus between familial and 
political life grew in importance, particularly within the sultanic household 
itself. The transfer of the harem to the Topkapı Palace and the end of princely 
appointments to provincial posts brought all members of the dynasty under 
a single roof and reshaped relations within the family.15 The most important 
consequence of this process was the political ascendancy of queen mothers 
(valide sultan), who assumed important political roles, including the regency on 
their minor sons’ behalf.16 In effect, valide sultans and other prominent members 
of the harem became influential political brokers in their own right, extending 
their patronage networks beyond the confines of the palace and into the ranks 
of imperial administration. Moreover, the sultans tried to reclaim the political 
ground lost to grandee households by marrying off female members of the 
dynasty to prominent officials.17 Marital alliances were by no means restricted 
to the imperial centre: in Egypt, for instance, the need to safeguard factional 
cohesion led to a practice of ‘inheriting wives’, whereby a new household head 
would marry the widow of his deceased predecessor.18

As a bonding mechanism, familial ties offered prospective faction-builders 
several advantages. Deeply embedded in and reinforced by widely accepted 
social, cultural and legal norms, they facilitated establishing long-lasting bonds, 
thus reducing the risk of potential defection. However, the very same advantages 
they offered turned into considerable obstacles in a cross-border context. 
Differences of creed and social status between Polish–Lithuanian, Moldavian–
Wallachian and Ottoman elites meant that establishing such ties required either 
interfaith marriages or conversion. This ran against the very foundations of 
the social order, meant to protect the moral communities against apostasy and 
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religious miscegenation. Thus, both customary norms and religious law left few 
options available to faction-builders to expand their networks and limited the 
political role of those who decided to cross over. Still, this did not discourage 
actors seeking a competitive edge from engaging in such ventures.

Converts and cross-border politics: Biological kinship and its 
limitations

The obstacles in deploying familial ties as a faction-building tool are best 
illustrated by the circulation of converts between the Danubian principalities 
and the Ottoman Empire. By the late sixteenth century, Moldavian–Wallachian 
elites seem to have come to terms with the prospect of individual conversions to 
Islam.19 While the sources are unforthcoming on the matter, there was a steady 
trickle of Moldavian and Wallachian boyars moving, either on their own accord 
or involuntarily, to the Ottoman core provinces, where they embraced Islam. 
However, these conversions meant forfeiting all landed estates and exclusion 
from the political life of the principalities. In some instances, such converts 
were even purged from collective memory. This radical break with the converts’ 
social background and identity not only hurt them economically, but also undid 
the familial patrimony and social status they had inherited from their ancestors 
and were supposed to pass over to the next generation. In effect, few boyars 
embraced Islam unless forced to do so by circumstances.

The career of Apostol – Kürd Salman Çavuş – epitomizes a typical trajectory 
of such individuals. In November 1594, he was serving as the Wallachian agent in 
Istanbul, when the incumbent voivode, Michael the Brave (1593–1601) started 
his rebellion against the Porte. Stranded in the Ottoman capital and suspected of 
knowing about the revolt in advance, Apostol decided to convert and enter the 
ranks of the askeri.20 He reappears in Wallachian sources in 1631 under a Muslim 
name Kürd Salman Çavuş, trying to reclaim gypsy slaves who had belonged to 
his father. However, his request was denied by the voivode and princely council 
on the grounds that since he had ‘rejected the [Christian] law’, he no longer had 
a legitimate claim to his father’s property.21 Ultimately, he managed to assert his 
rights only after his conversion back to the Orthodox faith.22

In fact, it seems that most boyars who decided to convert to Islam later 
returned to the Danubian principalities and the Orthodox faith of their 
ancestors.23 This suggests not only that their attachment to the new faith was 
rather weak, but also that they found the opportunities they enjoyed as Muslims 
disappointing. Few secured official appointments and had any impact on the 
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Ottoman political scene. For boyars, conversion offered an uncertain future 
and a certain loss of their family’s patrimony; for voivodes and pretenders, 
embracing Islam was a recognition of defeat and an end to their ambitions.24 
Reverting to Orthodox creed only reduced their options: while they could feel 
relatively safe among local boyars, at the same time – as zimmis and apostates – 
they had to lay low and not attract the unwanted attention of Ottoman 
authorities. In effect, such converts had little influence over political affairs and 
little potential as clients.

There was one major exception to the pattern of converts’ irrelevance in 
cross-border politics throughout the period under discussion. In 1591, the 
fortunes of Wallachian voivode Mihnea II (1577–83 and 1585–91) took a turn 
for the worse in the face of growing financial burden and stiff competition for 
the throne. Moreover, his chief representative in Istanbul, Ban Iane Cantacuzino, 
undermined the ruler’s position, intending to replace him with his candidate. 
With dim prospects to retain the throne, Mihnea left for the Ottoman capital 
and embraced Islam ‘to have a better life’.25 Following his conversion, already as 
Mehmed Bey and supported by the grand vizier, he secured an appointment as 
the sancakbey of Niğbolu (Nikopolis), just across the Danube from his former 
domains.26 The conversion also allowed him to escape financial woes and the 
Venetian bailo complained that he refused to honour the debts he had incurred 
as the ruler of Wallachia.27

While Mihnea converted, the former voivode’s natural son, Radu, was sent 
away to the Venetian territories, where he was supposed to obtain education 
and establish political ties under the tutelage of the Brutti merchant family.28 
The choice was by no means accidental given that the Bruttis had extensive 
ties with both the Wallachian dynasty and Grand Vizier Koca Sinan Pasha and 
were favourably disposed towards Mihnea II and his offspring.29 The young 
Wallachian’s sojourn in the Serenissima was cut short, though, by the outbreak 
of rebellion in the Danubian principalities in November 1594. Sensing the 
opportunity to put his eight-year-old son on the throne, Mehmed Bey recalled 
Radu to Istanbul.30 Upon his son’s arrival, the sancakbey immediately threw 
himself into the fray, lobbying with senior officials in favour of his son.31 It is 
worth noting that in doing so, Mehmed Bey went against the line adopted by 
the subsequent grand viziers, Ferhad Pasha and Koca Sinan Pasha, who at this 
time attempted to introduce direct Ottoman administration in Wallachia and 
Moldavia. He also reached out to the Polish–Lithuanian authorities, requesting 
permission to hire soldiers in the Commonwealth and promising ‘gifts and 
rewards for the soldiers that would serve his son in Wallachia’.32
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Despite all the efforts he made until his death in 1601, Mehmed Bey was 
unable to install his son in Wallachia, even though Radu Mihnea was officially 
appointed by the Porte in 1596 and 1601. However, his authority remained purely 
nominal as long as the incumbent Michael the Brave had the means to resist any 
change on the throne. After the voivode’s death, the principality became engulfed 
in a three-way struggle for power between Radu Şerban, Polish-backed Simion 
Movilă and Radu Mihnea, which the latter was unable to tilt in his favour.33 
He managed to capture the throne only in 1611, a full decade after his father 
passed away. In the following years, he managed to enhance his position, ruling 
both in Wallachia (1611–16 and 1620–3) and Moldavia (1616–18 and 1623–6), 
becoming one of the most consequential voivodes of the seventeenth century.

At first glance, Radu Mihnea’s success in 1611 had little to do with his 
father’s support. However, Mehmed Bey’s assistance came at a critical juncture, 
providing his young son with a political capital necessary to begin his campaign. 
The Ottoman sancakbey’s determination in promoting Radu Mihnea’s bid for 
the throne put the latter in touch with important members of the imperial 
elite and the Orthodox community in Istanbul. While unsuccessful until much 
after Mehmed Bey’s death, these attempts made the teenage pretender a known 
quality at the Porte and thus a safe bet for Ottoman officials in 1611.34 It is hard to 
imagine that the young voivode would be able to secure similar level of support 
were it not for his father.

Interestingly, Mehmed Bey’s Muslim offspring were far less successful and 
remained in the shadow of their Christian half-brother. None seems to have 
secured any significant posts in the imperial administration, either central or 
provincial. When Radu Mihnea finally ascended the Wallachian throne, his 
brothers took up residence at his court, disconcerting the boyars, disgruntled 
by the favours the ruler granted to his Muslim kin.35 Eventually, two of them 
converted to Christianity and entered a Moldavian monastery as monks.36 
Mustafa, the only one to remain a Muslim, lived until at least 1636 in Silistre, 
residing in a house constructed by Mehmed Bey.37

Mehmed Bey’s uniqueness as a politically influential convert of Moldavian–
Wallachian stock demonstrates the inherent weakness of kinship ties as a faction-
building strategy in a cross-border context. For the bond to be viable, many pieces 
of the puzzle had to fall into place. This was hard to accomplish, given that most 
conversions of the principalities’ ruling class were conjectural in nature rather than 
a part of any long-term strategy. In the case of Mihnea II–Mehmed Bey, a number 
of factors played to his and his son’s advantage. The status of a former voivode 
spared him the slow advancement through official ranks, while the appointment as 
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the sancakbey of Niğbolu placed him in a favourable position to promote his sons 
interests. Finally, the upheaval of 1594 also worked to his advantage, allowing him 
to promote Radu Mihnea as a viable candidate. Even under these circumstances, 
however, it took over a decade before the expected results materialized. In 
the volatile tug-of-war between cross-border factions, familial ties proved too 
cumbersome to constitute a reliable faction-building tool alone.

Raising and housing a client: Household recruitment as a cross-
border strategy

Rather than trying to construct a cross-border network from scratch, it was 
more convenient to identify potential patrons and clients on the other side of 
the religious and political divide. To do so, some Ottoman grandees recruited 
Christian clients, whom they integrated into the household and subsequently 
promoted to the throne. Istanbul constituted a large reservoir of prospective 
clients, as pretenders flocked to the imperial capital in the hope of securing the 
appointment.38 In that manner, the inclusion into the kapı and physical proximity 
within the household were intended to construct a surrogate form of kinship.39

Unfortunately, estimating the extent of this phenomenon is extremely difficult. 
References to Moldavian and Wallachian pretenders living in the Ottoman 
grandees’ households for extended periods provide a useful, albeit imperfect, 
indicator of such arrangements. Estimating the scale of such arrangements is 
virtually impossible, although the extant sources clearly underreport the scale of 
such alliances. Within the universe of Istanbul politics, Moldavian and Wallachian 
pretenders occupied a lowly position, well below Ottoman officials and foreign 
diplomats. Their relative unimportance meant that, unless they succeeded in 
securing the throne, their actions were usually ignored by diplomatic and local 
sources. Thus, the examples presented below aim to demonstrate the pattern of 
connectivity rather than its magnitude.

Reporting on the appointment of Moldavian voivode Ştefan Tomşa II in 
November 1611, French ambassador Achille de Harlay de Sancy claimed that 
Kaymakam Gürcü Mehmed Pasha orchestrated the nomination. According to 
the diplomat, the new voivode had been the grandee’s long-time protégé and 
used to live in Mehmed Pasha’s residence before his appointment.40 The close 
bond between the future voivode and the Ottoman grandee is confirmed by 
other sources and survived for decades. According to Krzysztof Zbaraski, Gürcü 
Mehmed Pasha called Ştefan Tomşa II and Kantemir Mirza his sons, while they 
reciprocated ‘describing the vizier as their father’.41
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Tomşa’s attachment to a single household, however, is somewhat undercut by 
his participation in the war against the Safavids, which allowed him to establish 
an alternative set of patronage relations with the future grand vizier, Nasuh Pasha. 
Once on the Moldavian throne, Tomşa remained loyal to the Sublime Porte and, 
personally, to his Ottoman patrons. In turn, three grand viziers – Nasuh Pasha, 
Öküz Kara Mehmed Pasha and Gürcü Mehmed Pasha – steadfastly supported 
their client despite recurrent boyar revolts and Polish–Lithuanian diplomatic 
pressure to remove the controversial voivode.42

The career of a Wallachian pretender and voivode, Mihnea III (1658–9) 
sheds more light on how physical proximity within the household translated 
into a cross-border patronage bond. A long-time resident of the Ottoman 
capital, Mihnea based his bid on the throne on the spurious claim of dynastic 
origin and, more importantly, his powerful protectors, Gürcü Ken’an Pasha 
and Burnaz Atike Sultan.43 Mihnea entered Ken’an Pasha’s kapı at a young age, 
serving as a page and obtaining education in letters and religious sciences 
befitting a member of the Ottoman elite. His membership in the household 
spanned decades and continued after Ken’an Pasha’s death in 1652. Moreover, 
through the grandee’s wife, Atike Sultan, the pretender managed to establish 
a bond with valide sultan Hatice Turhan.44 The robust patronage network 
allowed Mihnea to make a successful bid for the throne in 1658, which was not 
only supported politically but also bankrolled by Atike Sultan, who contributed 
140,000 akçe for this purpose.45 That the Ottoman princess was ready to pay 
for her client’s bid suggests that she saw it as an investment, although one that 
ultimately did not pay off: the following year, Mihnea III rebelled against the 
Porte and was replaced on the throne with a protégé of Köprülü Mehmed 
Pasha.46

Although Ştefan Tomşa II remained loyal to the Porte throughout his reign, 
while Mihnea III took up arms against the Ottomans soon after securing the 
throne, their careers share some common features. While entrenched in imperial 
power networks, both voivodes failed to establish a secure power base in the 
principalities. Ştefan Tomşa II’s reign in Moldavia was plagued by recurrent 
boyar revolts and Polish–Lithuanian military interventions, forcing him to rely 
on mercenary troops and individuals of obscure origin.47 Similarly, Mihnea III 
encountered a vehement opposition of the local elite, and only by massacring 
Wallachian leaders in July 1659 he was able to enhance his position.48 Their weak 
grip on power is also implied by their constant efforts to appropriate dynastic 
legitimacy, religious ceremonies and – in Ştefan Tomşa’s case – Ottoman symbols 
(see Figure 2.1).49
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The inherent weakness of Ştefan Tomşa and Mihnea III’s position in the 
principalities was in many respects a flip side of the mechanisms that allowed 
them to secure the throne in the first place. The need to remain in physical 
proximity of their patrons’ residence in Istanbul alienated them from the 
Moldavian–Wallachian political arena and the local elite. It comes as no surprise 
that Mihnea III had no landholdings in the principality and likely never visited 
Wallachia before his appointment. Ştefan Tomşa II, in turn, inherited relatively 
modest estates in southern Moldavia, but he spent most of his adult life abroad 
and never held any official rank in the principality.50 While well-integrated 
into the imperial patronage networks, both Mihnea III and Ştefan Tomşa were 
comparatively ill-equipped to bridge the gap between Ottoman and Moldavian–
Wallachian political arenas.

Marriage as a faction-building tool: Cross-border marital networks 
of the Movilă dynasty

In comparison, the divide separating the boyars from Polish–Lithuanian nobility 
seemed easier to cross. Unlike in the Ottoman case, straddling from one arena 
to another did not require conversion, making it easier for individuals to form 
familial bonds across the political boundary. Particularly in the first half of the 
seventeenth century, this was facilitated by the multi-confessional character of 

Figure 2.1 Voivode Ştefan Tomşa II’s (1611–15 and 1621–3) Cyrillic monogram, 
stylistically inspired by the Ottoman tuğra (SJAN–Iaşi, M-rea. Galata ii/4).
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the Polish–Lithuanian noble estate and a venerable tradition of marriages across 
confessional lines. By the 1620s, almost a third of noble families in the palatinates 
of Braclav and Kyiv were confessionally mixed, and the overwhelming majority 
was Greek Orthodox.51 Thus, from the religious standpoint, nothing stood in 
the way of Moldavian and Wallachian elites hoping to establish familial ties with 
their northern neighbours.

It was rather the matter of social status than that of religion that stood in the 
way of intermarriages between the boyars and Polish–Lithuanian nobles. The 
latter looked down on their Moldavian–Wallachian counterparts, whom they 
considered little more than peasants. This sentiment is illustrated by Hieronim 
Ossoliński, who stated that ‘there are no nobles in Moldavia, since all there are 
equal and accustomed to the fact that one day you may be herding goats, only 
to become a grand lord overnight’.52 As such, they hardly constituted a suitable 
match for the upper echelons of the nobility, except for those who had managed 
to secure Polish–Lithuanian noble status or ascend the Moldavian throne.

In developing their marital alliances, the Movilă dynasty that ruled Moldavia 
between 1595 and 1611,53 was by far the most successful. The family had 
established itself at the top of the political elite in the principalities in the course 
of the 1570s and 1580s.54 However, the volatile nature of Moldavian politics at 
this juncture, marred by heated conflict and rapid turnover at the throne, meant 
that in the last decades of the sixteenth century, Ieremia Movilă and his brothers, 
Simion and Gheorghe, were forced to seek refuge in the Polish–Lithuanian 
Commonwealth. During their exile in 1579–82, they came into contact with 
Crown grand chancellor and Crown grand hetman, Jan Zamoyski, who would 
become their future patron.55

For Zamoyski, establishing ties with Moldavian émigrés at this time 
constituted an important addition to his rapidly growing faction; for Movilăs, 
the bond offered means to secure their livelihood in exile and garner support 
for their return to the principality. To achieve this, though, the Movilăs had 
to meet the requirements of ius indigenatus, which restricted landholding to 
Polish–Lithuanian nobility. Obtaining the status of indigena was no easy feat 
since by the late sixteenth century wrested control of the process from the 
monarch, delegating it to the Sejm. A complex and arduous process put in 
place required a recommendation from a provincial dietine before submitting 
the motion to the central representative assembly.56 Zamoyski’s influence 
among the nobility greatly facilitated the Moldavians’ efforts, and in 1593 the 
Sejm granted the indigena privileges to Ieremia Movilă and another boyar, 
Luca Stroici.57 The chancellor’s role in the process was reflected in the crest 
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adopted by Movilă, who included the heraldic symbol of his patron, thus 
establishing a link of fictive kinship.58

Ieremia Movilă and Luca Stroici’s inclusion into the ranks of Polish–Lithuanian 
nobility constituted a watershed for the Moldavian émigré community in the 
Commonwealth. Until 1593 Ieremia had been but one among the relatively 
undifferentiated group of high-ranking boyars seeking a safe haven in Poland–
Lithuania. However, the patronage ties established with Zamoyski quickly made 
him the uncontested leader and principal broker between the powerful magnate 
and other émigrés.59 This paved the way for Ieremia Movilă’s enthronement 
as the ruler of Moldavia in September 1595, enabled by Zamoyski’s military 
intervention in the principality. In the following years, more naturalizations 
followed, not only bringing the principality’s elite closer to Poland–Lithuania, 
but also solidifying the position of Ieremia Movilă and Jan Zamoyski as principal 
distributors of crucial political resources.60

After the year 1600, Ieremia Movilă and his family began to increasingly rely 
on marital ties to mobilize Polish–Lithuanian support. This came at a critical 
juncture: in September that year, Zamoyski intervened again in Moldavia 
to shore up Ieremia Movilă’s control of the principality. Although in military 
terms the campaign was a success, it also created fissures within the faction, to 
the extent that Zamoyski considered replacing Movilă with a more malleable 
voivode. Under these circumstances, the chancellor approached Prince Myxajlo 
Vyšnevec’kyj (Wiśniowiecki), a Ukrainian magnate and Zamoyski’s ally, with an 
offer to marry Ieremia Movilă’s eldest daughter, Regina–Chiajna. Vyšnevec’kyj 
responded enthusiastically, but the marriage was postponed until the prospective 
bride reached suitable age.61 Negotiations resumed two years later. Both parties 
swiftly reached an agreement, and the wedding took place on 25 May 1603. 
Recognizing Zamoyski’s role in the affair, both Vyšnevec’kyj and Movilă invited 
the chancellor as a guest of honour.62

While the initiative belonged to Zamoyski, each party had a vested political 
interest in concluding the marriage. For Zamoyski, the union gave a prospect of 
consolidating his faction and strengthening the bond with Vyšnevec’kyj, whose 
patronage network was among the largest in the Ukraine. The latter not only 
enhanced his prestige by marrying into a ruling family in Moldavia, but also 
received Regina’s lavish dowry, giving him much-needed financial relief.63 Ieremia 
Movilă, in turn, was able to mend fences with the chancellor, whose support was 
crucial for the voivode’s political survival. Moreover, Zamoyski’s advanced age 
and deteriorating health prompted Movilă to search a new patron, who would 
replace his long-time partner. Vyšnevec’kyj, as one of largest landowners in the 
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region, an experienced soldier and a scion of a powerful lineage with impeccable 
Orthodox credentials constituted a viable option in this respect.

The marriage established a blueprint employed in the following years. In 
February 1606, Ieremia’s second daughter, Maria, married Stefan Potocki, the 
Starosta of Felin.64 Although the Potockis were relative upstarts, they already 
had managed to establish their hegemony in the Palatinate of Podolia. Ieremia’s 
new son-in-law alone controlled fifteen towns and over a hundred villages in 
the immediate vicinity of the Moldavian border.65 Thus, he was able to provide 
the voivode with military assistance on a moment’s notice, greatly improving the 
Movilă’s position in regional politics. The marital strategy initiated by Ieremia 
continued after his death in August 1606, when his widow Elizabeta Lozonschi 
took over the management of familial affairs. In April 1616 yet another wedding 
took place, this time between Elizabeta’s third daughter, Caterina, and Prince 
Samijlo Korec’kyj.66 Through skilful management of familial affairs, the Movilăs 
succeeded in assembling a powerful political bloc along the principality’s 
northern border.

In the course of the decade that followed Ieremia Movilă’s death, his sons-
in-law repeatedly intervened in Moldavian affairs, supporting the cause of their 
relatives against rival dynastic claims and Ottoman-backed Ştefan Tomşa II. 
Although ultimately unsuccessful in securing the throne, they nonetheless kept 
the Movilăs’ dynastic ambitions alive until 1616. That year, the last expedition 
undertaken by Vyšnevec’kyj and Korec’kyj ended in a total defeat and 
effectively buried any hopes to restore Ieremia’s descendants to the Moldavian 
throne. Elizabeta and her sons were taken captive by the Ottoman troops and 
subsequently converted to Islam.67

The debacle of 1616 put an end to the family’s quest for the Moldavian throne. 
However, it did not spell the end of the Movilăs’ matrimonial alliances with 
Polish–Lithuanian elites. In 1620, Ieremia and Elizabeta’s youngest daughter, 
Ana, married the Castellan of Sieradz, Maksymilian Przerębski.68 Throughout 
her life, she concluded three more marriages, all her spouses hailing from 
prominent Polish–Lithuanian families. Similarly, her sister Maria remarried 
after Stefan Potocki passed away in 1631. Her second husband was the Palatine 
of Sandomierz, Mikołaj Firlej, the scion of a distinguished senatorial lineage.

At first glance, these marriages seem to have followed the pattern set by 
Ieremia Movilă and his wife. However, upon a closer examination, we detect a 
shift away from Moldavian affairs. Marital alliances with Vyšnevec’kyj, Potocki 
and Korec’kyj had exhibited a clear geographical focus on the Commonwealth’s 
southeast, adjacent to Moldavia. After 1616, in turn, the scope shifted decidedly 
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towards the Crown’s central regions. The sole exception to this rule was Ana’s 
fourth husband, Stanisław Rewera Potocki. Even in the latter case, Moldavian 
affairs did not constitute the motive for the marriage: the couple married only 
in 1659, long after the Movilăs’ chances to retake the throne withered away. 
Instead, Potocki was more interested in Ana’s dowry and the land she inherited 
from her three previous spouses. The reason for this shift is clear: with no male 
descendants after 1616, Ieremia Movilă’s offspring lost any chance to retake 
the principality. No longer having a vested interest in Moldavia, the sisters 
integrated themselves into the social world of the Polish–Lithuanian elite, largely 
abandoning ties to their place of origin.

Reviving the model: Miron Barnovschi and the appropriation of 
Movilăs’ heritage

The debacle of 1616 did not mark the end of the Movilăs’ political heritage. The 
success that Jan Zamoyski and Ieremia Movilă had achieved at the beginning 
of the century inspired the next generation eager to replicate the model. 
Maksymilian Przerębski, the Castellan of Sieradz who had married Ana in 1620, 
entered the protracted legal battle over the family’s Polish–Lithuanian estates. 
Although his main area of political activity remained on the western borders 
of the Crown, the struggle over inheritance prompted him to involve himself 
in the region. This overlapped with the ascendancy of Movilă’s relative, Miron 
Barnovschi, who in January 1626 became the voivode of Moldavia.69

Barnovschi, despite his blood ties with Movilăs, was not a member of their 
political circle.70 Instead, in the 1610s, he sided with their nemesis, Ştefan Tomşa 
II, universally despised in the Commonwealth. Moreover, Polish sources accused 
Barnovschi of allying himself with Tatars and participating in their predatory 
raids.71 In particular, the boyar cultivated his friendship with Kantemir Mirza, 
an ambitious Tatar aristocrat, who managed to establish himself as the leader 
of the Bucak Tatars and attain virtual independence from the Crimean khans.72 
Barnovschi’s association with some of the Commonwealth’s most notorious 
adversaries made him an unlikely heir to the Movilăs’ legacy, and it comes as no 
surprise that he was described as a ‘scoundrel’ by Polish authors.

Once in power, however, Miron Barnovschi (1626–9) carried out a volte-face, 
embracing his maternal descent from the dynasty and recreating the system 
of alliances in Poland–Lithuania.73 In Przerębski, he found an enthusiastic 
ally, ready to provide him with necessary political support. In many respects, 
both he and Barnovschi reproduced the model that Zamoyski and Ieremia 



Building Bridges, Building Trust 57

Movilă had employed over three decades prior. The Polish magnate assisted 
the voivode in securing the status of indigena in 1628, and Barnovschi’s crest 
reflected Przerębski’s contribution.74 French ambassador in Istanbul, Philippe 
Harlay de Césy, even reported spurious rumours that Barnovschi was married to 
Przerębski’s daughter.75 Finally, when in 1629 the Ottomans forced Barnovschi 
to flee Moldavia, Przerębski supported his client’s efforts to organize a Polish–
Lithuanian intervention in the principality.76

That Przerębski and Barnovschi’s followed the path trailblazed by Jan 
Zamoyski and Ieremia Movilă at the beginning of the seventeenth century 
demonstrates the potential both Polish–Lithuanian magnates and Moldavian 
boyars saw in kinship as a reliable faction-building tool. Although the fact that 
Barnovschi had no offspring prevented him from establishing a network of 
marital alliances on par with that of Movilăs’, he was able to use his blood ties to 
whitewash his past and reinvent himself as a pro-Polish ruler, with Przerębski’s 
assistance. While in the early 1620s Polish nobles had seen the voivode as a 
‘scoundrel’, by the end of the decade he became a respectable heir to Movilăs’ 
political legacy.77

The Caterina affair: Marriage, religion and faction in the 
Moldavian–Ottoman context

Whereas in Polish–Moldavian relations marital alliances revolved around the 
questions of social status, in the case of Ottoman elites, confessional differences 
came to the fore. While Hanafi law permitted Muslim men to take non-Muslim 
wives, the fear of religious miscegenation among the boyars meant that such 
unions would lead to social and political ostracism within the principality. The 
challenges did not discourage some members of the elite, though. The second 
marriage of Moldavian voivode Vasile Lupu demonstrates that those seeking 
to strengthen their bond with the Muslim elite came up with creative ways to 
overcome the obstacles.

In September 1639, Bailo Alvise Contarini informed the Venetian authorities 
of a short but heated controversy that engulfed the Ottoman officialdom. At 
its heart was the planned wedding of a recently widowed Moldavian voivode. 
According to the diplomat:

[Vasile Lupu] brought a new bride from Circassia, from a distinguished family, 
and of exquisite beauty. On the way back to Moldavia [she] was detained by the 
Pasha of Silistre, since, according to the laws of the country, Circassian women, 
as Muslims, are not allowed to marry Christians.78
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The controversy soon escalated, since Vasile Lupu was reportedly preparing 
to reclaim his bride by force, should Beylerbey Halil Pasha refuse to release 
her.79 Ultimately, the conflict was resolved by Kaymakam Tabanıyassı Mehmed 
Pasha, who forced the governor to release Lupu’s second wife, known as Caterina 
Cercheza (‘the Circassian’). According to the Venetian diplomat, the kaymakam 
was bribed by the Moldavian voivode to rule in his favour, prompting Contarini 
to remark that in the Ottoman Empire ‘even the stipulations of law have no 
power against the lust for gold’.80

While Contarini presents a straightforward and seemingly convincing 
interpretation of the events, his account relies on the assumption that Caterina 
was, indeed, a Muslim. However, this was not the case. Other accounts, whose 
authors had more direct access to the events and Caterina herself, leave no doubt 
that she was a Christian throughout her life. Moreover, it seems that everyone 
involved in the affair was aware of this fact, including Halil Pasha himself. Niccolò 
Barsi, a Luccan monk who accompanied the bride from Bahçesaray on her way 
to Moldavia, informs us that the beylerbey’s claims were only a pretext to detain 
the Moldavian mission. The Ottoman official personally encouraged the bride 
to convert, but she rebuffed him and – to drive her point home – ostentatiously 
consumed pork in public.81 Similarly, Evliya Çelebi, who met Caterina during his 
sojourn in Moldavia, emphasizes that she was a Christian throughout her life.82

If the dispute over Caterina’s creed was merely a smokescreen, why did the 
marriage trigger such a controversy among Ottoman officials? Barsi claimed that 
Halil Pasha, smitten by the bride’s beauty, tried to claim her for himself.83 However, 
it seems that Caterina’s singular importance stemmed not from her physical 
beauty, but rather her kinship ties. For a woman from peripheral Circassia, 
Vasile Lupu’s future wife was surprisingly well-connected among Ottoman 
grandees. Evliya Çelebi, describing his encounter with Caterina in 1659, remarks 
that she was a niece of Derviş Mehmed Pasha, the beylerbey of Damascus and 
the future grand vizier.84 Barsi, in turn, informs us that the Moldavian entourage 
was well received in Bahçesaray because Caterina’s unnamed sister was Khan 
Bahadur Giray’s spouse.85 Finally, in 1653 Paul of Aleppo identifies Şirin Bey, the 
leader of the most important aristocratic clan in the Crimean Khanate, as Vasile 
Lupu’s brother-in-law, a bond established through the voivode’s marriage with 
Caterina.86 Thus, marrying Caterina allowed Vasile Lupu to tap into a powerful 
kinship network that spanned from Circassia to the Ottoman centre and the 
Crimean Khanate.

However, the bride’s family was itself divided on the matter. While Bahadur 
Giray gave his blessing to the projected marriage and provided his sister-in-law 
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with a military escort, Derviş Mehmed Pasha vehemently opposed the union and 
tried to derail Vasile Lupu’s plans.87 As a high-ranking member of the imperial 
elite and Caterina’s uncle, his opinion carried considerable weight. It is likely that 
he was responsible for spreading rumours regarding the bride’s Muslim identity, 
which would go a long way to obstruct the marriage. While no contemporary 
source explains this divergence of opinions, a glimpse at factional ties within the 
Ottoman officialdom allows us to understand the motives of those involved in 
the dispute.

In the course of the 1630s, Vasile Lupu embarked on an ambitious dynastic 
project of taking control of both Moldavia and Wallachia. To achieve this goal, 
he formed a strong bond with the grand vizier and, later, kaymakam, Tabanıyassı 
Mehmed Pasha, reinforced by common ethnic–regional origin, which I will 
discuss in the following section. However, apart from political support at the 
Porte, taking control of Wallachia required military assistance from the Crimean 
khan, who wielded the most formidable military resources in the region. The 
projected alliance seems to have been the main reason for Vasile Lupu’s marriage 
with Caterina, and the warm welcome she received at the Crimean court was 
a proof of Bahadur Giray’s willingness to enter the alliance. This Crimean 
connection did not escape the attention of some contemporaries, who saw it 
as Lupu’s main reason for his second marriage.88 Reframing the marriage as a 
faction-building venture also explains Tabanıyassı Mehmed Pasha’s decision 
to disregard Halil Pasha’s protests. Rather than as an impartial umpire, the 
kaymakam intervened in favour of his client, Vasile Lupu, whose plans he fully 
supported.

The opposing camp, including the beylerbey of Özü and Derviş Mehmed 
Pasha, subscribed to a similar factional logic. Caterina’s uncle had cooperated 
with Tabanıyassı Mehmed Pasha at the beginning of his career and even served 
as the grandee’s kethüda.89 By 1639, however, the two grandees parted ways and 
Derviş Mehmed Pasha defected to Tabanıyassı’s sworn enemy, Silahdar Mustafa 
Pasha.90 The latter’s patronage network included Halil Pasha, the beylerbey who 
detained Caterina, and Matei Basarab, whom Vasile Lupu wanted to replace 
on the Wallachian throne.91 A marital alliance with the khan would greatly 
enhance the Moldavian ruler’s position and – indirectly – shift the balance 
within the Ottoman political arena. Thus, it should come as no surprise that 
Derviş Mehmed Pasha and his allies did all in their power to prevent that from 
happening. Although they failed in this respect, the resolve they showed during 
the conflict played an important role in the escalating conflict between the 
factions, discussed in more detail in the following chapters.
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The convoluted controversy over Caterina brings to light both the limitations 
of cross-border marital alliances, and the determination and creativity of those 
involved to overcome them. That Vasile Lupu went to considerable lengths 
to establish a familial bond with Bahadur Giray demonstrates how attractive 
marriages could be in promoting factional interests and providing trust to the 
network. At the same time, the fierce resistance staged by Silahdar Mustafa 
Pasha’s partisans makes clear that they considered the alliance a major threat to 
the balance of power.

Ethnic–regional solidarities

In a pioneering study published in 1974, Metin Kunt provided a major 
revision of the established notions regarding the role of ethnic–regional ties 
among Ottoman officials.92 Whereas it had been assumed that the process of 
recruitment erased the kuls’ identities, moulding them into a homogeneous 
class of sultan’s servants, Kunt demonstrated that such bonds retained their 
importance in day-to-day politics of the empire. Ottoman officials continued 
to speak their native languages, sport customary attire and maintain contact 
with their communities.

While this certainly imbued the imperial elite with a multicultural flavour, 
more important for everyday politics were the solidarities that brought 
together officials of the same ethnic–regional background. In the seventeenth 
century, as the spatial and social mobility within the empire increased, these 
cins solidarities became a crucial faction-building tool. They facilitated 
integration of new members of the elite, brought together patrons and 
clients, and provided trust necessary for the patronage networks to work.93 
On a broader scale, they also contributed to the emergence of two adversarial 
blocs of ‘easterners’ coming from the Caucasus and ‘westerners’ hailing 
predominantly from Bosnia and Albania.94 In this sense, the seventeenth 
century constituted the high water mark of ethnic identities within the imperial 
elite. Their role subsequently declined with the rise of civilian bureaucracy 
(kalemiyye), recruited from among free-born Muslims, and the phasing out 
of devşirme levy.95 According to Baki Tezcan, these transformations redrew 
social boundaries in favour of religious criteria, leading individuals to ‘lose 
touch with some of the collectives he or she had been affiliating with and come 
to essentialize that one particular facet of his or her identity’, including their 
ethnic or regional communities.96
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Arbănaş/Arnavud: Defining Albanian in cross-border networks

Apart from the ebbs and flows of ethnic–regional solidarities, the influence 
of individual groups within Ottoman officialdom was also in flux. Among 
the ‘westerner’ bloc, Bosnians, who had been a dominant group in the second 
half of the sixteenth century, were increasingly overshadowed by officials 
of Albanian origin. While the cause of this shift is unclear, some scholars 
theorized that the custom of besa (‘word of honour’) played a role in reducing 
the risk of defection.97 Imperial service also offered an attractive opportunity 
for local families to acquire wealth and influence, proven by their willingness 
to participate in devşirme levies.98 Even though the Islamization process made 
considerable inroads among Albanians, the sense of their distinctiveness 
persisted. In the eighteenth century, Ottoman officials preferred to refer even 
to Muslim members of the group by their ethnonym rather than to their 
confessional identity.99

It is important to remember that, for all their reliance on ethnic–regional ties, 
Ottoman grandees did not intend to build a homogeneous ‘Albanian’ faction, but 
instead took advantage of the existing solidarities as a means to pursue their own 
political goals. Thus, there was never a national or ethnic political bloc within 
the Ottoman officialdom; instead, ethnic–regional solidarities were woven into 
the broader fabric of political alliances.100 They constituted a tool to reach out 
and integrate new members into the faction or reinforce the existing alliances. 
However, this role was by no means restricted to the Ottoman political arena, 
and reliance on shared origin came to play an essential role in the development 
of cross-border patronage.

In contrast to the Ottoman officialdom, no ‘easterner’/‘westerner’ dichotomy 
arose within the Moldavian–Wallachian ruling class. While some families 
originating from the Caucasus found their way into the boyar elite, they 
played no autonomous role as a coherent bloc in Moldavian and Wallachian 
political life.101 Instead, the opposition between local lineages (pământeni) 
and newcomers from the Ottoman lands, collectively described as ‘Greeks’ or 
‘Greco-Levantines’, constituted the main axis of differentiation. Although the 
use of ethnonyms would suggest that ethnic or linguistic criteria were decisive, 
the distinction was more a product of social changes and political competition. 
The influx of newcomers from the Ottoman provinces, either as merchants or 
members of princely entourages, threatened the position of established boyar 
families.102 The rivalry for political and economic resources led to a construction 
of a new set of social boundaries. As Bogdan Murgescu pointed out:
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The distinction between an ‘indigene’ (pământean) and ‘non-indigene’ was 
based not solely on ethno-linguistic criteria but included geographical, political 
and ‘moral’ criteria. The ambiguity was exploited by the boyars, allowing them 
to exclude or assimilate those they deemed undesirable.103

This is not to say that there was no linguistic or ethnic basis for the 
dichotomy.104 Still, its primarily political purpose blurred the relationship 
between ethnic–regional categories and the term since accusations of ‘being 
Greek’ were meant to discredit political opponents and exclude them from the 
arena rather than indicate their ethnic affiliation.105 In effect, the boundaries 
were constantly contested and redrawn, as boyars mobilized different facets 
of their identity to suit immediate circumstances and their political interests. 
Sometimes, this led to paradoxical outcomes. For instance, in April 1633 Lupu 
Coci – future voivode under the name Vasile Lupu – participated in a rebellion 
against Moldavian incumbent Alexandru Iliaş, accusing the latter of promoting 
Greeks over local boyars.106 However, when the leaders lost control of the crowd 
and a fully fledged anti-Greek pogrom broke out, Lupu – born to a family 
of ‘Greco-Levantine’ descent – was himself severely beaten by the mob, who 
deemed that ‘he was a Greek too’.107

From this perspective, the distinction between ‘Greeks’ and local boyars 
is a rather unhelpful one in examining ethnic–regional solidarities. The 
seventeenth-century notion of pământean was effectively an ‘empty’ category, 
constructed in opposition to the Greek ‘Other’. In turn, the latter was a blanket 
term encompassing all newcomers, which contained a variety of individuals 
of various ethnic origins and different walks of life.108 Since early modern 
Moldavian and Wallachian boyars left few ego documents that would reflect 
their self-identification, it is in many respects nigh impossible to determine 
whether the ‘Greek’ label reflected the individual’s ethnic identity or was merely 
as a political slur.

Fortunately, not all labels utilized in the Danubian principalities during this 
period fit neatly into the binomial opposition between ‘Greeks’ and ‘locals’, 
and thus seem more attuned to ethnic–regional origins of individual boyars. 
Therefore, they provide us with more insight into their role as a faction-building 
tool. Arguably the most important among them is the term arbănaş (‘Albanian’), 
used to describe several prominent figures of the seventeenth-century Moldavian–
Wallachian political life.109 The way authors of this period deploy this category 
diverges from blanket notions of ‘Greeks’ and ‘locals’ described above. Unlike 
the latter terms, it seems devoid of value judgement, instead being invoked to 
explain why certain individuals banded together in their political ventures. Also,  
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the term is usually associated with neam, meaning people or lineage, suggesting 
that for Moldavians and Wallachians it had similar ethnic–regional connotations 
as the Ottoman cins.

To what extent does the Romanian term arbănaş correspond with Ottoman 
Arnavud? The exact contents of each term are difficult to ascertain, and scholars 
have been split in identifying either ethnicity or place of origin as a decisive 
factor.110 Since we have no official population records, it is next to impossible 
to identify the localities in which most Ottoman officials and Moldavian–
Wallachian boyars were born or grew up. However, it would be a mistake to 
assume that in case of relatively small, interconnected groups, such as patronage 
networks, labels such as ‘Albanian’ necessarily reflected a definite set of 
linguistic or geographic criteria. Given the fluid and multifaceted nature of early 
modern identities, invoking ethnic–regional identity was subject to constant 
renegotiation, as actors ‘used them for their own advantage when they needed’.111 
Thus, the litmus test for the claims to Albanian identity was its recognition by 
their partners.112 Therefore, rather than trying to unpack the contents of the 
labels arbănaş and Arnavud, it is sufficient to examine whether their usage in 
the Danubian principalities and the Ottoman Empire aligned with one another. 
In short, to establish a rough equivalence between the two terms, a more feasible 
strategy is to examine whether Moldavian–Wallachian and Ottoman sources 
applied these labels to the same individuals rather than to analyse what exactly 
they understood under respective terms.

In Moldavia, the most important figure described as an Albanian was Vasile 
Lupu (1634–53), whose political longevity and outsized ambitions garnered 
the attention of his contemporaries and modern historians alike. His career 
as a boyar and the voivode shows the flexible and multifaceted character of 
early modern identity, and he is referred to interchangeably as a Moldavian, 
an Albanian and a Greek, often by the same source. While individual scholars 
attempted to ‘nationalise’ the voivode as a Romanian,113 the overwhelming 
consensus has accepted Franz Babinger’s conclusions that the future voivode 
was born in the village of Arbanasi near Razgrad in northwestern Bulgaria.114 At 
the same time, contemporary sources trace the origin of his family to numerous 
locales across the Balkan Peninsula, from Epirus to Macedonia to the banks of 
the Danube.115 However, they are unanimous in identifying the voivode as being 
of Albanian origin.116 Most importantly, however, he is identified as such by an 
Ottoman author, Evliya Çelebi. The peripatetic traveller visited Moldavia during 
the reign of Vasile’s son, Ştefaniță (1659–61) and took some time to describe the 
palace built by the voivode, approvingly commenting that the ‘Albanian infidel’ 
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had exquisite taste.117 That both Ottoman and Moldavian sources describe the 
voivode as an Arnavud/arbănaş suggests that both elites applied the terms in a 
similar manner, allowing us to see them as rough synonyms. This paves the way 
for us to retrace the ethnic–regional solidarities in the context of cross-border 
patronage.

Retracing Albanian networks: First generation

Not only the references to Albanian identity indicate similar concepts in 
Moldavian–Wallachian and Ottoman sources, but they also usually appear in 
the context of political alliances and patronage relations. Moldavian chroniclers 
Miron Costin and Ion Neculce emphasize the voivode’s background not at 
random, but rather to explain patron–client ties he formed with other political 
actors in Moldavia and beyond. According to Miron Costin, Vasile Lupu’s 
Albanian origin was the central factor in promoting another boyar and future 
voivode, Gheorghe Ghica:

Voivode Vasile brought [Gheorghe Ghica] to the court, since he was Albanian, 
of the same origin as him. He subsequently served on lower posts, eventually 
becoming the Vornic of Lower Moldavia. Vasile trusted him and upon seeing 
that he was skilled in all matters and trustworthy, as a capuchehaia should be, 
sent him to serve as his capuchehaia at the Porte.118

We know even less about Gheorghe Ghica’s origins than about those of 
Vasile Lupu. Some scholars, relying on the information provided by Moldavian 
chronicles, suggest a locality of Köprü as the boyar’s place of birth.119 However, 
this theory is based on spurious evidence, and a more reliable tradition places 
the origins of the family in the vicinity of Ioannina in Epirus.120 Still, just as in 
Vasile Lupu’s case, the sources refer to him as an Albanian and identify Ghica’s 
background as the critical factor in his political career.121

Under Vasile Lupu, Gheorghe Ghica quickly rose through the ranks of the 
local elite, securing a high-ranking office as the vornic of Upper Moldavia.122 
Although this put him at the apex of Moldavian administrative hierarchy, he 
rarely appears in documents issued by the voivodes, and his landed estates 
remained surprisingly meagre.123 It seems that he spent much time away from 
the principality, serving for extended periods as Vasile Lupu’s capuchehaia in 
Istanbul. His performance in this capacity apparently won him high praise 
among his contemporaries. In 1653, Voivode Gheorghe Ştefan (1653–8), who 
came to power at the helm of the rebellion against Vasile Lupu, decided to 
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retain Ghica as his agent in the imperial capital, notwithstanding the latter’s ties 
with the ousted ruler.124 In order to ensure the boyar’s loyalty, Gheorghe Ştefan 
initially detained his family, and subsequently arranged a marriage between 
his daughter and Ghica’s son, Grigore. This scheme backfired in 1658, when 
Grand Vizier Köprülü Mehmed Pasha deposed Gheorghe Ştefan and appointed 
Gheorghe Ghica as the new ruler of Moldavia.

Miron Costin suggests that Mehmed Pasha chose Ghica on a whim and 
condemns the latter for failing to stand up for his ruler.125 However, another 
Moldavian author, Ion Neculce, provides a different, and in many respects 
fascinating, account. Like other early modern boyar chroniclers, Neculce knew 
Costin’s account and envisioned his own work as its continuation from the year 
1661. At the same time, by way of introduction, he composed a collection of 
forty-two legends from the earlier period, using both written sources and oral 
tradition. Among those short stories, known as A Collection of Stories (O samă de 
cuvinte), we find a description of Gheorghe Ghica’s career and the circumstances 
that led to his appointment to the throne.

Although Neculce retains the core of Costin’s account, he takes his narrative in 
a different direction, focusing both on the voivode’s youth and the circumstances 
of his appointment. According to Neculce, Ghica set out from his village in his 
teens, determined to seek a patron in the imperial capital. In his journey he was 
accompanied by a young Muslim boy, and the two grew fond of each other. Prior 
to their arrival to Istanbul, they made an oath that should either succeed, he 
will support the other. Subsequently, they parted ways and set out to find their 
suitable patrons.

Eventually, both achieved the success they were hoping for. The Muslim boy 
entered the household of a powerful grandee and, after a long career, made a 
name for himself as Köprülü Mehmed Pasha and managed to become the 
grand vizier. Subsequently, the audience granted to the Moldavian capuchehaia 
becomes a reunion of childhood friends:

When [Ghica] was at the Porte with other boyars, the vizier recognised him, 
but Ghica did not recognise the vizier. Thus, Vizier Köprülü summoned his 
treasurer and ordered him in secret ‘Do you see this old Moldavian boyar at 
the Divan? Take him and keep him in your quarters until the Divan concludes 
and later bring him to me in secret.’ Upon being separated from other boyars, 
Ghica became frightened, not knowing what was happening. After the Divan 
concluded, they brought him to the vizier, and the vizier asked him who he is 
and where is he from, asking ‘You know me, don’t you?’ Ghica replied where he 
is from, and that he does not know the grand vizier. Then Vizier Köprülü said 
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‘Remember what we talked about then on the road?’ and continued ‘You forgot, 
but I have not, and I will make you the voivode in Moldavia’.126

Ghica initially protested, expressing loyalty to his ruler and pleading in 
his favour. The grand vizier agreed to postpone the appointment but, when 
Gheorghe Ştefan failed to conform to the orders, promptly replaced him with 
Ghica.

The story of childhood friends meeting after decades at the apex of power 
seems too good to be true and certainly was. Although some scholars took 
this story at face value, it is certain that both Neculce and his oral sources took 
considerable liberties in embellishing the events. Many details, such as the age 
of the protagonists, or the origins of Mehmed Pasha’s sobriquet (which Neculce 
derives from the island of Cyprus), are blatantly wrong.127 However, it would 
be a mistake to dismiss the whole account, since its very existence suggests a 
strong personal and political bond between the grand vizier and the voivode that 
intrigued contemporaries.128

Another Moldavian source provides further insight into the matter. During 
his second reign in Moldavia (1711–16), Voivode Nicolae Mavrocordat (Greek 
Mavrokordatos) commissioned a scribe in his chancellery, Axinte Uricariul, to 
produce an official compilation of Moldavian and Wallachian chronicles. In 
composing this work, Axinte added little new information, but a rare original 
fragment of The Parallel Chronicle of Moldavia and Wallachia addresses the 
relationship between Gheorghe Ghica and the grand vizier. The section, 
covering the events in Wallachia between 1659 and 1664, was based, according 
to the author, on an eyewitness account of a certain Comis Iştoc, who served the 
voivode’s son, Grigore. It comprises a description of the conspiracy between an 
influential boyar, Postelnic Constantin Cantacuzino, and Grigore Ghica to replace 
the latter’s father at the Wallachian throne. The whole affair was sponsored by 
Panagiotis Nikoussios, the Grand Dragoman of the Porte and one of the most 
important brokers in the Köprülüs’ circle.129 The most significant obstacle to the 
plan, according to this account, was that ‘[Gheorghe] Ghica was very dear to the 
grand vizier since they were both Albanians’ [emphasis mine – M.W.].130

That ethnic–regional solidarity would play a role in Köprülü Mehmed Pasha’s 
ties with the Moldavian boyar is by no means surprising. The grand vizier’s 
Albanian background was frequently mentioned in the sources.131 Although it 
seems that Mehmed Pasha was the third generation of his family to serve in 
the imperial administration, ethnic–regional bonds played a crucial role in his 
career.132 Starting from the 1620s, the list of his patrons included Grand Vizier 
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Kemankeş Kara Mustafa Pasha (who promoted him to the position of mirahor), 
Kasım Ağa (who recommended him as the grand vizier) and another ‘westerner’, 
Hüsrev Pasha.133 Thus, the grand vizier was no stranger to using ethnic–regional 
solidarity as a faction-building tool, and it seems plausible to argue that they 
played a role in promoting Gheorghe Ghica to the thrones of Moldavia (1658–9) 
and Wallachia (1659–60).134

Indeed, Köprülü’s appointees to Moldavia and Wallachia form a homogeneous 
familial and ethnic–regional group. During his six-year tenure as the grand 
vizier, Mehmed Pasha granted the throne five times to four individuals. In 
January 1658, he installed Gheorghe Ghica in Moldavia and Mihnea III in 
Wallachia. The latter’s rebellion led to a new reshuffling: Ghica was transferred 
to Wallachia, while in his stead Köprülü appointed Ştefaniță Lupu (1659–61), 
Vasile Lupu’s son. Finally, when Gheorghe Ghica failed to meet the expectations, 
he was replaced by his son, Grigore, as the new ruler of Wallachia (1660–4 and 
1672–4) (see Table 2.1).

What becomes immediately clear is that Köprülü Mehmed Pasha’s appointees 
constituted a very narrow and exclusive circle, bound by familial and ethnic–
regional solidarity not only between themselves, but also with the grand vizier 
and his household. The only non-Albanian in this group, Mihnea III, owed 
his throne to the support of another kapı, led by Atike Sultan, with possible 
involvement of queen mother, Hatice Turhan. His appointment was likely a 
product of a power-sharing agreement between these households but quickly 
unravelled after Mihnea III’s rebellion and his expulsion from the principality.135 
This paved the way for the ‘Albanian’ bloc of Köprülüs, Lupus and Ghicas to total 
domination of the Ottoman Empire and the Danubian principalities. The degree 
to which these three families managed to monopolize the political scene is even 
more striking when we take into consideration that Vasile Lupu and Gheorghe 
Ghica continued to exert power, acting as their sons’ representatives at the Porte.

Table 2.1 Köprülü Mehmed Pasha’s Appointees in Moldavia and Wallachia (1656–61)

Appointee Principality Year Origin
Gheorghe Ghica Moldavia 1658 Albanian
Mihnea III Wallachia 1658 Kapı of Burnaz Atike Sultan
Gheorghe Ghica Wallachia 1659 Albanian
Ştefaniță Lupu Moldavia 1659 Son of Albanian Vasile Lupu
Grigore Ghica Wallachia 1660 Son of Albanian Gheorghe 

Ghica
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Köprülü Mehmed Pasha’s grand vizierate was a period when this Albanian 
network reached the peak of its power and cohesion, but by no means encompassed 
the whole period of its existence. In fact, it seems that its origins reached as far 
back in time as the 1630s and Vasile Lupu’s early reign in Moldavia (Figure 2.2). 
During the second half of the decade, the Moldavian voivode embarked on an 
ambitious plan to establish his family in both Danubian principalities and enlisted 
assistance of former grand vizier Tabanıyassı Mehmed Pasha. The grandee was 
a devşirme graduate born in Drama, who early in his career managed to secure a 
powerful patron in Chief Black Eunuch Hacı Mustafa Agha.136 This intisap relation 
gave a huge boost for Mehmed Pasha, who was dispatched (as his first provincial 
appointment) to Egypt and subsequently served for five years as Murad IV’s 
grand vizier. In the late 1630s, he also established close ties with Kemankeş Kara 
Mustafa Pasha. As contemporaries inform us, the cornerstone of cooperation 
between the grandees was their shared Albanian origin.137 At the same time, 

Figure 2.2 The Albanian patronage network in the mid-seventeenth century. Circles 
indicate Ottoman officials, while squares indicate members of Moldavian–Wallachian 
elite. Black shapes indicate individuals of Albanian origin; white indicates actors of 
other ethnicities. Arrows indicate the flow of patronage.
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Mehmed Pasha ardently supported Vasile Lupu’s attempts to take control of 
Wallachia, while Gheorghe Ghica, another fellow Albanian, coordinated their 
efforts in his capacity as the Moldavian capuchehaia.138 Following Tabanıyassı’s 
death, Kara Mustafa Pasha took over, playing a crucial role in protecting Vasile 
Lupu after the demise of his ally. Thus, it is safe to say that the ‘Albanian’ cross-
border network, which monopolized power under Köprülü Mehmed Pasha, had 
been active for at least two decades prior to his appointment as the grand vizier.

Generational change and the waning of ethnic-regional solidarities

The Albanian network’s activity did not begin with Köprülü Mehmed Pasha’s 
emergence as the grand vizier, nor did it cease when he passed away in September 
1661. His son and successor, Köprülüzade Ahmed Pasha, continued his father’s 
strategy, although with a lesser consistency. This was largely due to the passing away 
of the faction’s ‘old guard’, and a shift in the character of ties that bound individual 
members. Within a couple of months of Köprülü Mehmed Pasha’s death, Vasile Lupu 
and his son, Ştefaniță, passed away, followed in 1667 by Gheorghe Ghica. The new 
generation, which grew up in an environment different from that of their fathers, 
had a weaker attachment to ethnic–regional identities.139 Tellingly, references to the 
common origin of the first-generation members of the faction subside at the point 
of generational change, and are overshadowed by different patterns of connectivity. 
For instance, the career of Grigore Ghica suggests that his rise was propelled 
not so much by ethnic–regional solidarity, but rather by the patronage of Grand 
Dragoman Panagiotis Nikoussios.140 At the same time, the Danubian principalities 
plunged into a bitter factional struggle, which accelerated turnover of the voivodes. 
The career of another voivode, Gheorghe Duca, suggests the continued viability 
of the system, although under changed circumstances and through somewhat 
different means. According to an anonymous Moldavian author:

Voivode Duca was from the Greek land of Rumelia. He came to this country as a 
small boy, and Voivode Vasile brought him to the court, where he served several 
voivodes, eventually becoming a grand boyar.141

Duca’s career was in many respects a carbon copy of Gheorghe Ghica’s route 
to the throne, and so was his background. According to Anton Maria del Chiaro, 
a Florentine secretary at the Wallachian court, Duca was ‘of the Greek rite and 
of Albanian origin, born in a village called Policcani’.142 Other sources similarly 
indicate the voivode’s Albanian origin.143 The family retained a strong attachment 
to the region and supported a burgeoning Epirote community in Moldavia.144
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Under Köprülüzade Ahmed Pasha, Gheorghe Duca became one of the 
faction’s most important members in the Danubian principalities. However, 
despite his origins, ethnic–regional identity was not invoked in the sources to 
explain his rise to power. Instead, his web of alliances was based primarily on his 
personal ties with the grand vizier and Grand Dragoman of the Porte, Panagiotis 
Nikoussios, a crucial broker within the Köprülü faction.145 His position was 
further buttressed by a marital alliance he concluded with an influential Ruset 
family.146 The Ottoman grandee and Nikoussios steadfastly supported the 
voivode and reportedly intervened to save his life on two separate occasions. 
Following Ahmed Pasha’s death, Duca was able to ingratiate himself with Kara 
Mustafa Pasha, and ascended the Moldavian throne one more time, in 1678. 
His services were additionally rewarded in 1681 when he began his short-
lived tenure as the Cossack Het’man of Ottoman-controlled Ukraine.147 Thus, 
despite hailing from a similar background as that of Gheorghe Ghica, Duca 
and his partners relied more on personal acquaintance and marital alliances 
than ethnic–regional solidarities. As more viable avenues for providing trust 
became available, the role of the latter diminished in the factional calculus of 
power.

The Ottoman–Moldavian–Wallachian network based on shared Albanian 
origin of its members is remarkable for its longevity. It crystallized from a 
set of interpersonal bonds in the 1630s, reached its high-water mark under 
Köprülü Mehmed Pasha and survived, albeit in a somewhat diminished form 
until the second siege of Vienna. Its resilience in a volatile political landscape 
demonstrates two essential issues in cross-border patronage. On the one hand, 
it confirms the importance of ethnic–regional solidarities as a faction-building 
tool able to provide trust necessary to make the network work. On the other, it 
testifies to the importance of cross-border patronage itself, showcasing the effort 
put by individual grandees and boyars to construct a viable political system and 
maintain it against all odds.

Brothers in arms

The seventeenth century was a time of war. Following a costly and inconclusive 
‘Long War’ (1593–1606) against the Habsburgs, the Ottoman Empire became 
embroiled in a series of conflicts against the Safavids, Venice and Poland–
Lithuania. The Commonwealth faced similar challenges, and protracted wars 
against Muscovy and Sweden brought it to the brink of collapse in the 1650s. 
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Moreover, both powers had to deal with multiple armed revolts, which stretched 
thin their military resources and forced them to expand their armies.

From a faction-builder’s perspective, the military build-up and extended 
campaigns offered fertile grounds for recruitment, further facilitated by the 
existing chain of command. In comparison with the sixteenth century, this 
period witnessed political emancipation of the military, and soldiers became 
an increasingly influential pressure group in their own right.148 The increased 
demand for manpower opened up the ranks for new social strata, who sought 
either employment or privileged status. Taken together, these developments 
offered a ready pool of potential clients. While by no means all instances of 
military service translated into patron–client ties, those that did provide an 
insight into patterns of connectivity at the time of military conflict.

Ştefan Tomşa II: A sekban on the Moldavian throne

In the Ottoman Empire, the crucial shift took place in the last decades of the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, triggered by the rise of sekban mercenary 
troops. A set of demographic, environmental and economic factors led 
many peasants to abandon their land, creating a floating population of gun-
wielding part-time soldiers, constantly oscillating between military service 
and banditry.149 Provincial governors quickly tapped this new source of cheap 
and expendable military force, mobilizing sekbans for imperial campaigns 
or rebellion against the Porte. As Baki Tezcan pointed out, the phenomenon 
first took shape in Syria but soon spilled over to neighbouring regions.150 The 
militarization of the countryside and demographic pressure, combined with 
the growing disgruntlement of provincial governors, timar-holders and jobless 
sekbans coalesced into a tinderbox, which exploded in the celali rebellions and 
the collapse of political order.151 Only with utmost difficulty was the Porte able 
to regain control, but low-level banditry continued to plague the empire for 
decades to come.

The celali rebellions wreaked havoc and caused massive economic and 
demographic losses in the empire’s core provinces. At the same time, they had 
a transformative effect on Ottoman political culture and the way the Porte 
interacted with the imperial periphery. Celali warlords and their mercenary 
armies were in many respects ‘rebels without a cause’, seeking inclusion into 
the imperial system rather than its destruction.152 Central authorities adopted 
a flexible approach to bandit leaders and recalcitrant officials, bargaining with 
them rather than launching a full-scale crackdown.153 In their turn, commanders 
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tasked with suppressing the unrest quickly adopted rebels’ tactics and began 
recruiting their own sekban armies.

In this respect, Nasuh Pasha, an ambitious grandee and an influential, albeit 
polarizing figure, was one of the pioneers. A devşirme recruit of Albanian origin, 
he ascended through the ranks with the help of powerful patrons, Safiye Sultan 
and Chief Black Eunuch Hacı Mustafa Agha.154 During his service in Anatolia, he 
also married a daughter of local Kurdish notable, Mir Şeref Bey, thus establishing 
a substantial power base in the region.155 However, his initial performance as a 
commander was lacklustre, and when his conflict with another Ottoman official 
ended in the latter’s murder, rumours of Nasuh’s pending execution began to 
spread. However, the grandee managed to recoup his losses by recruiting a 
massive sekban army, which by May 1609 reached around 7,000 soldiers.156

Among them was probably a future Moldavian voivode, Ştefan Tomşa II. 
As I have mentioned, French ambassador de Sancy claimed in 1611 that the 
voivode had been living in the residence of Gürcü Mehmed Pasha and secured 
the appointment thanks to the grandee’s political support. However, from the 
correspondence between Hungarian officials we learn that ‘since Moldavian 
Voivode Ştefan had campaigned for a couple of years against the kızılbaş 
(kazulok), the Turkish emperor made him the voivode and gave him [a daughter] 
of a distinguished and wealthy Greek as a wife’.157 This remark refers to the 
Ottoman war against the Safavids, which broke out in 1603 and continued with 
varying intensity until 1612. This begs the question, when and in what capacity 
could a Moldavian pretender participate in this conflict?

Upon his arrival to the Ottoman capital, Ştefan Tomşa II had enjoyed a long 
career as a soldier of fortune. According to contemporary accounts, he served 
in an infantry unit in Poland–Lithuania during Livonian wars (1578–81), 
subsequently enlisting to the French army in the war against Spain, where he 
spent some time in captivity.158 After a short stint in Habsburg service, the 
future voivode arrived in Istanbul around 1601, where he threw himself into 
the political fray, trying to secure the Moldavian throne. Tomşa appeared as a 
serious contender in 1607, trying to take advantage of the succession struggle 
in the principality, but ultimately had to postpone his plans.159 Following this 
failed attempt he disappeared from the sources to resurface only in late 1611 and 
reassert his claim, this time successfully.

The knowledge that the Moldavian voivode resided in the palace of Gürcü 
Mehmed Pasha for an extended period allows us to estimate the period of his 
service on the Safavid front. Throughout this period, the grandee resided in 
Istanbul and performed his duties as the kaymakam. Thus, to fight at the Safavid 
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front, the voivode had to enlist under the command of a different grandee. Given 
the lull in Ottoman activity on the Safavid front in the preceding period, when 
imperial troops focused on the pacification of the countryside, it stands to reason 
that the future voivode would join the campaign when the Porte launched a new 
offensive against Shah Abbas’s troops in 1608–11. This corresponds neatly with 
the surge of recruitment by Nasuh Pasha, who was unlikely to be particularly 
picky about his troops’ confessional identity and would certainly appreciate an 
experienced soldier.

Tomşa’s participation in Anatolian campaigns led to a wave of accusations and 
rumours, alleging that he was ‘a Turk’ and a Janissary.160 However, it is unlikely: 
there is no indication in the sources of his conversion to Islam, a prerequisite for 
joining the corps. Thus, it stands to reason that he served as a sekban mercenary. 
Since mercenary troops were cheap and disposable, there were virtually no 
restrictions regarding religious creed or social status, and we find Christian 
mercenary units on the Ottoman payroll during the Long War.161 If Tomşa was 
indeed a mercenary, this would further support the argument of his association 
with Nasuh Pasha, the largest sekban employer in Ottoman establishment at this 
point.

The events surrounding Tomşa’s appointment in November 1611 seem 
to confirm this. While diplomatic sources credit Gürcü Mehmed Pasha with 
orchestrating the nomination, the main reason for this seems to have been 
Nasuh Pasha’s absence from the capital.162 However, it is unlikely that the 
kaymakam acted without taking the grand vizier’s opinion into account. After 
Nasuh Pasha returned to the Ottoman capital and took over the reins of power, 
he steadfastly supported the voivode despite mounting boyar opposition and 
Polish–Lithuanian diplomatic pressure.163 It is hard to believe that he would 
defend someone else’s nominee so vehemently. Moreover, the three grandees – 
Nasuh Pasha, Gürcü Mehmed Pasha and Öküz Mehmed Pasha – had the same 
patron, Kızlar Ağası Hacı Mustafa Agha, and likely cooperated with each other 
until Nasuh Pasha’s falling out with the next chief black eunuch that led to the 
grand vizier’s execution.164 Thus, it stands to reason that Ştefan Tomşa II was a 
candidate of the whole faction rather than just of an individual grandee.

While scholars have assumed that the rise of sekban armies weakened patron–
client ties, given the transactional character of the bond between mercenaries 
and their employer, the close relationship between Ştefan Tomşa and Nasuh 
Pasha suggests a more nuanced approach.165 More inclusive than kapıkulu troops, 
the mercenary units could serve as a meeting ground for individuals coming 
from different walks of life. Although a clear majority of such ties dissolved 
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once the troops concluded their service, there is no reason to doubt that their 
commanders would promote their more capable subordinates, transforming 
military service into political capital. In Ştefan Tomşa II, it seems, Nasuh Pasha 
and his allies found a perfect candidate to expand their faction, and his military 
service strengthened the bond between them.

A rebel voivode and his Ottoman patron: Matei Basarab and the 
political culture of the celali age

While serving the Porte on the battlefield could produce solidarity, so could 
rebellion. The changing political culture of the celali age, with its emphasis on 
bargaining and accommodation, reverberated in the Danubian principalities. In 
some instances, this repertoire was not only similar to that employed by rebel 
leaders in Anatolia, but also involved the same protagonists, who encouraged 
their prospective clients to rebel and assured them of their support at the Porte. 
In the case of Abaza Mehmed Pasha, his political network in the Danubian 
principalities was forged by rebellion against the imperial centre.

Abaza Mehmed Pasha was one of the most formidable figures in the 
Ottoman political scene of the early seventeenth century. An ‘easterner’ from 
the Caucasus, he entered the political scene as a treasurer of another celali 
leader, Canpoladoğlu Ali Pasha.166 After the warlord’s defeat, victorious Halil 
Pasha integrated Mehmed Pasha into his household and promoted him to a 
series of governorships in Anatolia. The turning point came in May 1622, 
when a Janissary revolt in Istanbul resulted in the regicide of Sultan Osman 
II. At this point Abaza Mehmed Pasha declared himself the sultan’s avenger 
and launched a campaign targeting Janissaries across Anatolia.167 This set 
the central authorities into a panic, especially given that the rebel governor’s 
battle cry garnered considerable support even in the capital.168 What followed 
was a series of inconclusive campaigns, interrupted by similarly inconclusive 
attempts at negotiations and reconciliation with the rebel grandee. Only 
in 1628, the forces led by the new grand vizier Hüsrev Pasha managed to 
finally put down the rebellion and force Abaza Mehmed Pasha to surrender. 
Tellingly, the maverick grandee went unpunished. Instead, Murad IV 
received him with full honours, pardoned the former governor and promptly 
appointed him as the beylerbey of Bosnia and, later, Özü–Silistre. In doing so, 
the sultan attempted to harness the grandee’s talent in raising and financing 
sekban troops, while at the same time to cut him off from his power base in 
Anatolia.169
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By the time Abaza Mehmed arrived in Silistre, the political situation in 
the Danubian principalities reached boiling point. The incumbent rulers of 
Moldavia and Wallachia, Alexandru Iliaş and Leon Tomşa, respectively, were 
facing the fierce opposition of the boyars, who accused them of excessive 
taxation and filling offices with their hangers-on. In Wallachia, where the 
opposition concentrated in the western region of Oltenia, in 1630 boyars 
revolted against the ruler and sought refuge in Transylvania, lukewarmly 
supported by Prince György Rákóczy.170 Trying to defuse the situation, Leon 
Tomşa attempted rapprochement, partially giving in to the boyars’ demands.171 
These concessions managed to convince most rebels, and their ranks dwindled, 
leaving a small group of hardliners under the leadership of Aga Matei of 
Brâncoveni.172 Failure of a campaign meant to oust Leon Tomşa in 1631 
furthered sapped their morale, and by early 1632 it seemed that the rebellion 
would soon die out.

Despite him being a scion of one of the wealthiest Wallachian lineages, 
Matei’s career prior to 1632 was a lacklustre one. For over two decades, the 
only title he held was that of a cup-bearer (paharnic), a minor and insignificant 
office, usually granted only to young boyars entering Wallachian political life. In 
1628, he was appointed as the grand aga and entrusted with the command of the 
infantry, but even this was an office low in the administrative hierarchy.173 As a 
boyar, he stayed largely aloof from the Bucharest court and resided in his estates 
in Oltenia. His decision to join the rebellion was dictated largely by a personal 
grievance against one of Leon Tomşa’s favourites.174 In the initial phase of the 
revolt, he played second fiddle and ascended to the leadership only after more 
prominent boyars reconciled with the voivode.

As the Wallachian revolt seemed to be reaching an anticlimactic end, the 
arrival of Abaza Mehmed Pasha to Silistre changed the situation drastically. 
According to the Wallachian chronicle, the beylerbey

upon seeing how the Greek voivodes from Constantinople destroy and 
impoverish the country, decided to summon Aga Matei from Transylvania and 
put him on the throne, so that this unfortunate country would get some relief 
and peace. Thus, he sent a priest from Niğbolu, Ignatie the Serb, calling [Matei] 
to come [to Wallachia] to be the voivode by the will of the pasha.175

Sources differ whether Abaza Mehmed Pasha or the rebel boyars initiated 
the contacts.176 Still, the grandee enthusiastically embraced Matei’s cause, 
encouraging him to take control of the principality. In doing so, Abaza Mehmed 
Pasha was overstepping his authority and went against explicit orders from the 
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Porte. While Leon Tomşa was dismissed in Istanbul during the summer of 1632, 
Radu Iliaş, incumbent Moldavian voivode’s son, was appointed in his stead.

Despite the pressure from the imperial capital, Abaza Mehmed Pasha 
persisted in the supporting Matei, who in the meantime entered the principality 
and staked his bid for the throne. However, rather than advancing to Bucharest, 
the voivode and his army first went to Niğbolu to meet the beylerbey.177 There a 
ceremony of appointment took place, whereby Mehmed Pasha bestowed upon 
his client a robe of honour and provided him with additional troops for the 
upcoming campaign. Only then Matei entered the Wallachian capital and, in the 
battle on the outskirts of the city, defeated the Moldavian–Ottoman army sent to 
enthrone Radu Iliaş.178

Defying the Porte was a gamble for Abaza Mehmed Pasha, and the 
incumbent grand vizier, Tabanıyassı Mehmed Pasha, repeatedly threatened the 
maverick grandee with death in case should he not abandon Matei.179 However, 
the governor did not budge, and his client’s victory on the battlefield greatly 
strengthened his bargaining position vis-à-vis the Porte. Eventually, a messenger 
arrived from the capital, recognizing the voivode on the condition that Matei 
would personally go to Istanbul to kiss the sultan’s robes. After consulting with 
his Ottoman patron, who assured him of his support, the Wallachian voivode 
proceeded with a great entourage to the imperial capital. There, Radu Iliaş’s 
supporters launched a last-ditch attempt to reverse the decision. Moldavian 
capuchehaia – and father-in-law of Radu Iliaş – Curt Çelebi rallied the support 
of Tabanıyassı Mehmed Pasha, ‘bringing to the vizier Greeks and Greek and 
Turkish women to complain how they lost their husbands, brothers, and sons in 
the war waged by Matei’.180 The stalemate continued for a month before Murad 
IV’s direct intervention eventually tilted the balance in favour of the Wallachian 
voivode, known in historiography as Matei Basarab (1632–54). His relationship 
with Abaza Mehmed Pasha continued, and Moldavian chronicler Miron Costin 
did not hesitate to call the voivode the grandee’s çırak, an apprentice or client.181

Why did Abaza Mehmed Pasha risk so much in throwing his weight behind 
Matei, whom he had never met before? Although Wallachian chronicles claim 
he took pity on the population overtaxed by Leon Tomşa and his entourage, it 
is unlikely that the grandee, who spent most of his career roving the Anatolian 
countryside with his army, would be that concerned about the plight of 
Wallachian taxpayers. However, if we look at the events through the prism of 
Abaza Mehmed’s past, it becomes clear to what extent his and Matei’s strategy 
replicated the grandee’s own political experience in Anatolia. With the skilful 
balancing of patronage ties and armed resistance against the centre, both Abaza 
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Mehmed Pasha and his Wallachian client pursued a new pattern of politics that 
emerged during the celali rebellions.

In this context, the motives behind beylerbey’s support for Matei become 
understandable. During his career as both a governor and a rebel, Abaza Mehmed 
Pasha had made numerous enemies in the Ottoman establishment. Even if they 
failed to secure his execution at this point, they would gladly welcome his fall. 
To buttress his position, the grandee thus needed a strong power base, but his 
position as the beylerbey of Özü initially offered little in this respect. Having 
spent all his career in Anatolia, Abaza Mehmed Pasha was an outsider to the 
region and lacked familiarity with local politics.182 From this perspective, the 
Wallachian rebellion was a godsend, allowing him to identify potential allies and 
support them against the Porte. Subsequently, he could use his official capacity 
and political expertise to cobble his power base from among those disgruntled 
with the policy of the Sublime Porte.

Interestingly, Matei Basarab’s successful bid for the throne encouraged another 
attempt to capture the throne with Abaza Mehmed Pasha’s support. In April 1633, 
Alexandru Iliaş, Moldavian voivode and the father of Matei Basarab’s rival, was 
overthrown by a boyar revolt.183 Once victorious, the rebels quickly moved to 
elect a new ruler, overwhelmingly deciding to summon Miron Barnovschi who, 
after having lost the throne in 1629, resided in his Polish–Lithuanian estates.184 
The former voivode decided to take up the offer and rushed to Iaşi.185 Upon his 
arrival, he reached out to Matei Basarab and Abaza Mehmed Pasha, requesting 
their assistance in obtaining Ottoman recognition. Assured of their support, he 
proceeded with a great boyar entourage to Rusçuk, where he met the beylerbey 
and discussed the details of his bid and future cooperation.186 Encouraged by 
Abaza Mehmed Pasha, the voivode and his Moldavian supporters arrived to 
Istanbul in late June 1633. However, as it turned out, Barnovschi miscalculated 
and was immediately thrown in prison and promptly executed on the orders of 
Grand Vizier Tabanıyassı Mehmed Pasha. After several days of imprisonment, 
the boyars who had accompanied the unfortunate pretender could elect a new 
voivode, opting for Moise Movilă (1630–1 and 1633–4).187

Both contemporaries and modern scholars disagree on the motives behind 
Barnovschi’s execution. Some argued that autocratic Murad IV had been 
displeased with the boyars’ initiative to elect their own ruler, which seems 
unlikely.188 Others suggested that the Porte was suspicious of Barnovschi’s 
pro-Polish leanings and long residence in the Commonwealth.189 However, 
in this respect, Moise Movilă hardly differed from the executed voivode. He 
was a Polish indigena, and during the so-called ‘Abaza Pasha War’ (1633–4) 
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fed Polish–Lithuanian commanders with intelligence and ultimately fled 
to the Commonwealth.190 Finally, Miron Costin attributes the voivode’s 
death to a conspiracy between the grand vizier and Lupu Coci, who wanted 
to ascend the throne himself.191 All these factors certainly could have an 
impact on the decision to execute Barnovschi. However, the fact that the 
boyars could elect his replacement suggests that the main concern was the 
voivode’s association with Abaza Mehmed Pasha, who had become by this 
point the focus of Moldavian and Wallachian opposition against the Porte. 
Barnovschi’s success in Moldavia, replicating that of Matei Basarab, would 
make the grandee an uncontested hegemon in the Danubian principalities. 
It seems that Tabanıyassı Mehmed Pasha, who lobbied for the maverick 
governor’s execution in 1632 and would eventually succeed in 1634, tried to 
forestall Abaza’s rise.

Although Ştefan Tomşa II and Matei Basarab’s rise to power differed 
significantly, their careers were a product changing patterns of political life, 
triggered by the celali rebellions and the growing role of mercenary troops. For 
Tomşa, the growing scale of sekban recruitment facilitated his entry into military 
ranks and the establishment of patronage ties with a future grand vizier. In turn, 
the emergent political culture of the seventeenth century, based on a combination 
of rebellion, bargaining and patronage, allowed Matei to ascend the throne and 
establish himself as one of the longest-ruling voivodes in this period. Although 
their career patterns differed, both can thus be considered celali voivodes, their 
success enabled by the transformations the Ottoman Empire was undergoing in 
the celali age.

Adapting the toolkit

The toolkits applied by Ottoman, Moldavian–Wallachian and Polish–Lithuanian 
elites in building their cross-border networks were not particularly novel 
or more encompassing than those they used in their home arenas. Marriage, 
kinship, military service, ethnic–regional solidarities – all these tools were lock, 
stock and barrel of factional politics. However, in deploying them, individual 
actors showed considerable creativity, which allowed them to overcome legal 
restrictions and establish new alliances beyond the pale. The controversy 
surrounding Vasile Lupu’s marriage with Caterina shows both the complex 
political and legal environment in which they had to navigate, but also their 
determination to make their political edifice viable.
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Ottoman officials trying to establish their factional presence in the Danubian 
principalities found their traditional toolkit inapplicable. The absence of 
provincial administration similar to that in the core provinces of the empire and 
the Christian creed of the local elite meant that they could not simply recruit 
mamluks, find prospective clients in the Janissary corps or dispatch members of 
their households. As was the case with many political arenas across the empire, 
there were also significant obstacles in the form of the collective identity of the 
peripheral elite, which limited access for outsiders, forcing households from the 
imperial centre to seek alliances with local powerholders and play according to 
local rules.192 However, as shown in the case of the Albanian patronage network 
that survived for the better part of the century, once established, these alliances 
could continue beyond a single lifespan.

In comparison, Polish–Lithuanian magnates trying to establish their influence 
in Moldavia and Wallachia faced fewer obstacles. Shared religious identity 
facilitated marital relations, and the presence of naturalized boyars within 
Moldavian elite eased cooperation. However, we do not get the impression that 
they outnumbered the ties between the boyars and Ottoman grandees. Although 
Romanian scholars have generally assumed that money was all that mattered in 
securing the appointment, the ubiquity of trust-building and faction-building 
mechanisms tells a different story. In spite of rapid turnover, imperial officials 
and their Moldavian–Wallachian counterparts sought to establish strong bonds 
with each other, going beyond simple corruption. That they were willing to 
do so betrays that they considered such cross-border ties important for their 
broader political designs.
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Establishing a viable faction was not an art for art’s sake. Faction-builders 
embarked on this arduous task to further their political goals and procure 
necessary resources. Thus, whereas patronage networks frequently appear 
to us as static webs of alliances, their very existence and operation depended 
on a constant flow of resources mobilized, transferred and deployed by their 
members to gain an edge over competitors. In this sense, early modern faction 
constituted a complex mechanism relying on resource flows to generate capital. 
Thus, it conformed to the model proposed by Nan Lin:

When certain goods are deliberately mobilized for a purposive action, they 
become capital. Capital is an investment of resources intended to generate 
returns. Thus, it is tailored by the actor to meet an organization’s demand. In 
return, the actor may be rewarded with social (reputation), economic (wealth), 
or political (power) resources. […] Through social ties and networking, actors 
gain additional resources of direct and indirect ties.1

No single type of capital dominated either factional politics in general or 
cross-border patronage. Maintaining political influence required more than just 
amassing a web of political alliances. A successful faction-builder also required 
economic resources and military power to shore up his position, and access 
to information to coordinate between disparate segments of the network and 
respond to external threats. Moreover, not every resource acquired through 
patronage networks could be immediately deployed in the political arena; in 
many instances, it had to be converted first into a different type of resource. For 
example, money did not necessarily translate into an increased political clout 
but had to be procured to enhance prestige or recruit a fighting force. The same 
resource could also vary in importance depending on whether it was utilized in 
Poland–Lithuania, the Danubian principalities or the Ottoman central arena. 
As Bartolomé Yun Casalilla pointed out, we should think of early modern elite 
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Flows, Exchanges and Conversions
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households – and factions – as systems of not only procurement and transfer, 
but also conversion of different types of resources among their members.2

Examining the exchanges and conversion of resources within cross-
border factions is no easy task. Insiders left behind little written evidence: 
communication between members seems to have been conducted orally, and 
most of the written records were either deliberately destroyed or withered 
away through the centuries. Thus, most of extant information comes from 
outsiders, such as diplomats or historians, whose knowledge of the factions’ 
inner workings was often limited. In effect, they frequently relied on hearsay and 
gossip, producing vague or unreliable accounts. For instance, it is a well-nigh 
hopeless task to identify precise information regarding money flows between 
Ottoman officials and their Moldavian–Wallachian clients, except that ‘great 
sums’ of money changed hands. In other cases, we are merely able to identify 
a single instance of exchange within an alliance that spanned several decades. 
Frequently, it is difficult even to establish what sort of resources flowed through 
the network, as the only indication of patron–client relationship is an off-hand 
remark that two actors were long-time friends. Despite these truly homeopathic 
doses of information, it is nonetheless clear that exchange of resources in cross-
border patronage was widespread, and the instances we learn about are but a tip 
of an iceberg.

The second challenge concerns methodology and the relationship between 
patronage and formal political institutions. While constituting alternative 
systems of resource flows and agencies, patronage networks and state institutions 
were by no means contradictory and mutually exclusive. On the contrary, the 
resources constantly shifted between the two circuits. The exercise of power and 
authority was a highly personalized affair, and the distinction between public 
and private remained blurred. Factional resources were frequently deployed 
for ventures mandated by the political centre, while patronage relations were 
crucial for ‘muddling through’ and mobilizing formal institutions for political 
goals. Given that patrons and clients were simultaneously high-ranking officials, 
it is difficult to disentangle the two systems and identify underlying rationales. 
For instance, during the tenure of Köprülü viziers, interests of state and faction 
aligned to the point of being virtually indistinguishable. Nonetheless, we are able 
to identify fissures between these two types of power networks, particularly in 
the periods of conflict that pitted two cross-border factions against one another.

This chapter addresses the patterns of resource flows and their conversion 
within cross-border patronage between Ottoman officials, Moldavian–
Wallachian boyars and Polish–Lithuanian nobility, in four key areas. In the first 
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section, I address the matters of power, influence and political support, crucial 
for political survival and career advancement. These political resources tied in 
with the patrons’ ability to provide a fighting force to protect factional interests 
and defeat political adversaries. In their capacities as commanders of standing 
armies and as military employers, Ottoman grandees and Polish–Lithuanian 
magnates were able to mobilize troops on a massive scale and deploy them in 
support of their Moldavian and Wallachian clients. In the second section, I 
move to examine the economic and financial flows within cross-border factions. 
Economic exploitation of the Danubian principalities by the corrupt and 
rapacious Ottoman elite has long been the trope in Romanian scholarship, and 
an epitome of the ‘Turkish yoke’. However, as I argue, it would be a mistake to 
consider these payments as simple bribes or a product of extortion; instead, they 
provided financial resources necessary for maintaining cross-border factions and 
were by no means one-sided. Moreover, economic realities in Poland–Lithuania 
and the Ottoman Empire produced divergent attitudes towards resources of the 
Danubian principalities, resulting in different styles of cross-border patronage. 
In the third section, I shift my attention to the complex role of patronage in 
the procurement of information and control of communication channels. 
Slow communications and difficulties in acquiring and verifying reports made 
information a scarce and valuable resource. Not only could early access tilt the 
political balance; a reliable patronage network in control of communication 
flows allowed to manage its dissemination and spin the news. Finally, the last 
section addresses a diverse array of objects that circulated between members 
of the factions, ranging from luxury garments, through watermelons, to simple 
courtesy letters. While some of those objects were valuable, others were not, and 
their importance stemmed from their status as personal gifts rather than their 
monetary value. Nonetheless, they played a crucial role in holding the faction 
together, signalling continued interest in joint endeavours, emphasizing the 
affective character of the bond and reinforcing factional cohesion. These various 
circuits weaved together a complicated and multifaceted fabric of cross-border 
patronage relations and underpinned the political system in the region.

Politics and military

For most contemporary observers and modern historians, the sphere of political 
and military competition constituted the hallmark of cross-border patronage. In 
effect, sources duly note instances of political cooperation and protection, which 
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furthered individuals’ careers and fended off competitors. However, this factional 
dimension is often lost in modern historiography, overshadowed by scholars’ 
efforts to identify state agency. Once we look at the pattern of appointments 
and actors involved, however, it becomes clear that there was surprisingly little 
consistency and the decision-making process engaged a wider array of actors 
than institutional arrangements and official prescriptions dictated. In the context 
in which personal ties overshadowed formal hierarchies, cross-border patronage 
provided the way of lubricating the wheels of administration and mobilizing 
both political and military resources.

Influence peddling: Cross-border patronage and decision-making 
process

In theory, the authority to appoint Moldavian and Wallachian rulers rested with 
only a handful of people. In the first place, the sultan himself, and the grand vizier 
as his deputy were at liberty to nominate and dismiss the voivodes, as well as staff 
the imperial administration. In the Danubian principalities, local rulers acted at 
the interface between Moldavian–Wallachian and Ottoman political systems and 
appointed officials within their domains. This seemingly clear-cut system was 
undercut by competing claims of the Polish court. Polish–Lithuanian diplomats 
insisted that the right to nominate Moldavia rulers belonged to the king, whose 
appointee would receive Ottoman confirmation. At the same time, concessions 
were made to accommodate dynastic ambitions of the Movilă family.3 Even 
after the period of polyvassalage came to a close, Polish–Lithuanian diplomats 
demanded that Moldavian voivodes should be subject to royal approval and 
exhibit commitment to maintaining peace between two empires. Needless to say, 
the king was also at liberty to handpick officials in Poland–Lithuania, although 
this prerogative was limited by the custom of lifelong tenure in office. Thus, in 
theory, only five people at the time (sultan, grand vizier, Polish king and voivodes) 
claimed the authority to promote officials and grant them political favours.

Obviously, this neat schema in no way reflected realities on the ground. A 
variety of Ottoman, Polish–Lithuanian and Moldavian–Wallachian political 
actors partook in the decision-making process, trying to influence the 
appointments in the region. These included magnates, key officials, palace 
favourites and female members of the dynasty, all trying to install their allies 
on crucial posts. In effect, the actual political process turned formal hierarchies 
upside down, as rulers and grand viziers found themselves playing second fiddle 
to the actual movers and shakers of regional politics.
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Illustrative in this respect is an exchange of letters between King Vladislav IV 
and Crown Grand Hetman Stanisław Koniecpolski in the fall of 1634. Following 
a short ‘Abaza Pasha War’ of 1633–4, the king hoped to use the ongoing 
negotiations to enhance his influence in Moldavia and promote his candidate to 
the throne. He set his eyes on Nicolae Catargi, an influential boyar active during 
the peace talks.4 In a letter to Koniecpolski, he instructed the hetman to promote 
Catargi’s cause by all means possible and relay his orders to the negotiators.5

Koniecpolski, who had his own candidate to the Moldavian throne in the 
person of Moise Movilă, did not comply. In his response to the king, he declared 
his unwavering loyalty, but insisted on sending an envoy to Vladislav to explain 
the monarch ‘what sort of a man [Catargi] is’.6 Unfortunately, we do not know the 
contents of the mission, but it succeeded in bringing the king back in line. Five 
days later, Vladislav abandoned the idea and sided with Koniecpolski’s plans:

With regard to Catargi […] not only do we not want him anywhere in the 
vicinity of our lands, but we do not want him even to be mentioned in our talks 
with the Porte. […] We have no doubt that the Cupbearer of Braclav [Jakub 
Zieliński, who conducted the negotiations – M.W.] will follow your instructions 
and see to it that, in case he encounters resistance to the candidature of Moise 
[Movilă], he would promote by all means necessary either his brother, Ion, or 
[Iancu] Costin.7

It comes as no surprise that all candidates listed in the letter were Koniecpolski’s 
clients and that the hetman attended to their interests by discouraging Vladislav 
from alternative solutions.

In the Ottoman Empire, the disconnection between the formal hierarchies 
and actual influence was no less pronounced. Ottoman political theory promoted 
a vision of an intimate bond between the sultan and the grand vizier as the 
backbone of governance and the link between the sphere of the inner household 
(enderun) and administrative apparatus (birun). This vertical relationship 
between the ruler and his deputy was meant to limit factional interference and 
secure the grand vizier’s control over imperial administration. However, the 
changes of the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries undermined this model, 
empowering alternative political centres and blurring the boundaries between 
the two spheres of Ottoman politics.8 The sultans’ efforts to reassert control over 
officialdom through favourites, eunuchs and female members of the dynasty 
only deepened this trend.

This realignment in Ottoman politics was not lost on Moldavian and 
Wallachian elites, who recognized the crisis of the grand vizierate in the first 
half of the seventeenth century and the emergence of new political actors. Miron 
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Costin perfectly captured this shift when discussing the state of affairs at the 
Porte in the 1630s:

Under Sultan Murad, all matters in the empire were handled by two men, who 
were Murad’s favourites (musaipi). The first one was silahdar – the Sword-
bearer, who carries the sultan’s sword and mace; the other was Kızlar Ağası, 
who manages the imperial household and oversees the sultan’s women. These 
two men oversaw all imperial affairs, while the vizierate was very weak in 
comparison. They say that whenever the grand vizier happened to meet any of 
them, he kissed his robes.9

For Moldavian and Wallachian elites, this diffusion of power offered new 
possibilities, increasing the number of potential patrons in the Ottoman 
establishment. Rather than trying to curry the favour of the sultan and the grand 
vizier, voivodes and pretenders attached themselves to different powerholders 
at the Porte. As the cohesion of imperial elite unravelled under the pressure 
of factionalism, it provided new options and incentives for cross-border 
cooperation.

A glimpse at the network of Wallachian voivode Matei Basarab illustrates these 
new circumstances. As shown in the previous chapter, Matei Basarab captured 
the throne as a rebel voivode supported by Abaza Mehmed Pasha. However, 
this alliance ended abruptly, when the Ottoman official was executed in 1634, 
becoming the scapegoat for the Polish–Ottoman war. His death forced Matei 
to seek a new patron, who would be able to provide much-needed assistance 
against his rival, Vasile Lupu. Throughout the 1630s, Matei managed to cobble 
together a heterogeneous set of patron–client ties, spanning across different 
branches of imperial administration. Among his allies we find an interpreter of 
the Porte Zülfikar Efendi, Murad IV’s favourite Silahdar Mustafa Pasha, and a 
bureaucrat from the financial department, Ruznameci Ibrahim Efendi.10 Their 
influence did not stem directly from the offices they held, but rather from the 
new configuration of power and the changes that the imperial political arena 
was undergoing since the late sixteenth century.

The role of Ruznameci Ibrahim Efendi as both Matei Basarab’s patron and 
the head of financial administration is particularly instructive in this respect. 
A native of Mostar, he climbed the ranks of financial bureaucracy in the 1620s 
and 1630s, taking the reins of financial administration on Murad IV’s behalf.11 
To some extent, his prominent position in Ottoman politics reflected a general 
trend of the emancipation of financial bureaucracy underway since the late 
sixteenth century.12 However, it was the context of Sultan Murad IV’s reign 
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that made Ibrahim Efendi indispensable. In the earlier decades, kapıkulu corps 
emerged as a powerful pressure group with vested economic interests.13 As the 
revolt in May 1622 and the regicide of Osman II had demonstrated, ignoring 
their demands could cost the ruler his throne and his life. Murad IV faced a 
similar crisis in 1632 when soldiers’ unrest wreaked havoc in the capital. The 
revolt was eventually suppressed, but placating the troops remained a constant 
concern and Ibrahim Efendi’s main duty. It seems that he succeeded in managing 
this difficult task successfully and reportedly promised the sultan that ‘as long 
as I’m alive, fear not the sipahis or Janissaries’.14 The bond between him and 
Murad IV went beyond that of a ruler and his official. Ibrahim Efendi became 
one of the sultan’s most powerful musahibs, nicknamed in some sources ‘little 
emperor’ (küçük hünkar).15 According to Giovanni Battista Ballarino, when the 
bureaucrat fell ill in January 1637, the sultan visited him on a daily basis and 
expressly ordered the şeyh ül-Islam and the kaymakam to follow suit, effectively 
putting all decisions at the Porte on hold.16 Ibrahim Efendi’s death during the 
Baghdad campaign was the cause of the sultan’s great grief.17 At the same time, 
it produced a major realignment in the patronage system, whereby Silahdar 
Mustafa Pasha emerged as Murad IV’s most influential favourite and took over 
some of the deceased official’s duties.18

The sultan was not the only one to mourn Ibrahim Efendi’s demise.19 
According to a Venetian report, the official had been a patron of Matei Basarab, 
and his death forced the Wallachian voivode to seek a new ally at the Porte. 
Therefore, he dispatched a mission to Istanbul to identify potential patrons. 
Once in the capital, the envoys were approached by Silahdar Mustafa Pasha 
who ‘offered to replace the late Ruznameci as the protector of the prince and his 
lands’.20 The offer was readily accepted, and the grandee provided the voivode 
with substantial assistance against Vasile Lupu and his Ottoman allies.

While sources provide little detail on the relationship between Ibrahim 
Efendi and Matei Basarab, there is no doubt that the latter relied heavily on the 
grandee’s protection. As a rebel voivode and an associate of Abaza Mehmed 
Pasha, Matei Basarab was in a precarious position and repeatedly faced the threat 
of being ousted from the throne. In this context, becoming a client of the sultan’s 
favourite was a matter of political survival. Sources remain silent on what Matei 
Basarab offered in return. However, in the light of Ibrahim Efendi’s double role 
as the sultan’s favourite and the manager of imperial financial affairs, it is likely 
that a threefold increase in the amount of Wallachian harac – anomalous in the 
seventeenth century – and its temporary redirection towards the Inner Treasury 
(hazine-i enderun) was part of the arrangement.
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While I address the flow of economic resources in the following section, 
this connection points to the ways formal institutions and patronage networks 
intersected and the conversion of different types of capital. The Wallachian harac 
traditionally accrued to the outer treasury (hazine-i amire), managed by the 
başdefterdar. However, in 1639 Matei Basarab claimed that he was paying three 
times as much as his predecessors and that the money entered hazine-i enderun.21 
This shift confounded Romanian historians, who suspected either a mistake 
or a conflation of tribute with other obligations.22 Seen from the institutional 
perspective, the transfer made little sense. Given Ibrahim Efendi’s control over 
the outer treasury and his political clout, one would expect his opposition to this 
alienation of revenue. However, once we take into consideration that Ibrahim 
Efendi was not only a bureaucrat in the financial department but also a favourite 
of Murad IV, a likely explanation emerges.

Unlike other Ottoman patrons involved with cross-border patronage, the 
career of Ibrahim Efendi depended on his ability to manage the imperial 
finances and meet the demands of the kapıkulu corps. Ultimately, however, 
it was not his financial acumen but Murad IV’s favour that allowed him 
to play an outsized role in imperial politics. Thus, his primary concern was 
accommodating the sultan’s interest rather than just balancing the accounts. 
From this standpoint, the increase of harac offered by Matei Basarab eased 
Ibrahim Efendi’s task and provided a strong argument in favour of retaining 
the voivode in office. At the same time, for Murad IV, redirecting the stream of 
revenue to the inner treasury made perfect sense given the context of his reign. 
Having asserted his power only in 1632 and determined to curb the influence 
of grandee household, the sultan had every reason to wrest economic resources 
from the imperial establishment and consolidate them in the inner treasury.23 
Given the close association between the sultan and Ibrahim Efendi, it seems 
that the latter supported Murad IV’s efforts to reassert his power and carried 
out his programme.

This model suggests a complex interaction between administrative 
hierarchies, political factionalism and economic resources. Patronage relations 
between the sultan, Ibrahim Efendi and the Wallachian voivode followed – to 
an extent – the established administrative hierarchies but their character seems 
to reflect factional considerations. Ibrahim Efendi was able to use his financial 
acumen to become Murad IV’s musahib. This provided him with considerable 
political resources that he used to protect Matei Basarab against rival factions. 
In exchange, Matei provided economic resources in the form of an increased 
harac that Ibrahim Efendi converted back into political capital, allowing him to 
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maintain his position within the sultan’s circle. Thus, what seems to be a simple 
case of administrative adjustment turns out to be a patronage-driven system of 
transfer and conversion of resources between the Porte and Wallachia.

While the ties between Moldavian–Wallachian voivodes and their Ottoman 
patrons feature most prominently in the sources, the emerging networks of 
patronage encompassed boyar elites as well, particularly in the second half 
of the seventeenth century. Their involvement in cross-border patronage 
triggered an inversion in the balance of power between boyars and voivodes, 
a process well illustrated by the activity of Postelnic Constantin Cantacuzino 
and his descendants in Wallachia. Member of a prominent family of Greek 
origin, Constantin became in the course of the 1650s and 1660s one of the 
most influential political figures in the principality.24 Acting as an important 
patron in the Wallachian political arena, he also reached out to Ottoman 
officialdom, where he established bonds of friendship with Köprülü Mehmed 
Pasha and the grand dragoman of the Porte, Panagiotis Nikoussios.25 This 
allowed him to become a virtual kingmaker in Wallachia, and in 1660 he 
approached Grigore Ghica with an offer to promote him to the Wallachian 
throne, on condition that he would defer to Cantacuzino’s judgement. Grigore, 
an ambitious forty-year-old impatiently waiting to succeed his father, agreed. 
The letter Ghica wrote to his ally leaves no doubt about the power relations 
between them:

Since you have left, I have been as if mute and deaf, and without any solace […] 
I am unwilling to go beyond what you say, and I will offer you no advice. I leave 
all matters to you, and you should proceed as you see fit […] I lay all my trust in 
you and invest all my faith in you since you and I are one.26

The scheme succeeded, and according to Wallachian sources, it was allegedly 
Constantin Cantacuzino who personally recommended Grigore Ghica to 
Köprülü Mehmed Pasha.27 In the following years, the Postelnic acquired 
considerable influence over Wallachian politics. However, his relationship 
with the voivode turned sour as the latter tried to free himself from the boyar’s 
tutelage. The conflict culminated in 1663 when Grigore Ghica along with the 
boyar’s enemies orchestrated his arrest and subsequent execution.28

The murder of Cantacuzino triggered a factional conflict that extended for 
decades but did not restore the balance of power between the voivode and the 
Wallachian elite. On the contrary, most Wallachian voivodes in subsequent 
decades were non-entities, acting as little more than ciphers for faction leaders. 
Despite the backlash, Cantacuzinos managed to retain their influence, largely 
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due to support offered to them by Merzifonlu Kara Mustafa Pasha, who shielded 
them from repressions following the postelnic’s execution and, in his capacity 
as kaymakam and later grand vizier, promoted pro-Cantacuzino candidates to 
the throne.29 Illustrative of this inversion was the reign of Antonie of Popeşti 
(1669–72). The voivode was a boyar of modest substance, appointed by Kara 
Mustafa Pasha at the behest of the Cantacuzinos; the latter took three-quarters 
of seats in the new princely council and used their position to launch a 
crackdown on their opponents.30 According to chronicler Radu Popescu, 
Antonie’s dependence on the faction leaders was so great that he had to rely on 
their allowance to buy food for his court.31

This inversion of political balance has led Romanian scholars to engage 
in a debate over the seventeenth century as the period of ‘boyar regime’ 
(regim boieresc) as opposed to autocratic rule along post-Byzantine models.32 
Whether such a regime existed or not continues to be a contentious topic, the 
critics arguing that boyar class did not act as a coherent group, nor did the 
change in power balance produce new institutional arrangements.33 However, 
focusing on cross-border patronage as a political tool allows us to understand 
how this change took place. By reaching out to Polish–Lithuanian and 
Ottoman patrons, Moldavian–Wallachian faction leaders accessed political 
resources sufficient to overpower hostile rulers and establish themselves at 
the apex of their respective arenas. The success of cross-border patronage 
in mobilizing political capital induced other participants to follow suit and 
created a bandwagon effect that levelled the playing field for Moldavian–
Wallachian elites.

Factional politics and military power

Despite the role political influence played in cross-border patronage, a simple 
administrative fiat did not suffice to enforce a favourable decision and had to be 
backed up by military action. This was particularly important for the Danubian 
principalities, whose troops proved woefully insufficient in size and quality. 
Except for the 1593–1601 period, Moldavian and Wallachian armies were widely 
considered undisciplined, untrained and prone to flee the battlefield. As such, they 
rarely could offer any effective resistance to either Ottoman or Polish–Lithuanian 
troops and were usually relegated to auxiliary duties. Thus, securing military 
support from either the Porte or the Commonwealth constituted a decisive factor 
in tilting the political balance in the Danubian principalities. In mobilizing the 
means to wage war, cross-border patronage again played a crucial role.
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Although usually treated as an extension of state policy, Polish–Lithuanian and 
Ottoman war-making in the region was effectively a public–private partnership, 
since much of mobilization and military command relied on patronage networks 
within the standing army or privately employed troops. This fits the pattern of early 
modern military affairs in general, heavily reliant on military entrepreneurship.34 
This was particularly true for Poland–Lithuania, whose underdeveloped fiscal 
system allowed for a minuscule standing army of only 1,500–5,000 men in the first 
half of the seventeenth century. While the hetmans, who wielded command of royal 
troops, became arguably the most powerful officials in the Commonwealth, they 
were constantly forced to co-opt local magnates and their private troops, as well as 
negotiate with their own soldiers to prevent desertion and mutiny.35 To overcome 
these challenges, they leaned heavily on patronage networks among soldiers and 
nobility. At the same time, individual magnates wielded enough military power to 
launch their own campaigns into Moldavia without looking to the hetman’s consent.36 
While contested by some contemporaries as detrimental to the Commonwealth, 
private military interventions abroad were not unanimously condemned. During 
the Sejm of 1613, fresh after Stefan Potocki’s disastrous campaign in Moldavia, 
the magnate’s supporters demanded that the king pay ransom for the unfortunate 
magnate or exchange him for a Polish-held fortress of Hotin.37 Moreover, Lithuanian 
magnate Janusz Radziwiłł defended Potocki’s actions, arguing that it would be 
unjust to condemn nobles for seeking military glory.38

This private–public nexus in mobilizing military resources becomes clear 
once we examine Polish–Lithuanian interventions in Moldavia between 
1595 and 1620. Of six campaigns undertaken in this period, three had at 
least some royal sanction, and have been interpreted in modern scholarship 
as state-sponsored ventures. In turn, the other three (1607, 1612 and 1615–
16) have been condemned as private expeditions driven by local magnates’ 
irresponsible adventurism.39 Once we look at the composition of the armies, 
however, the distinction dissipates. ‘State’ expeditionary forces led by Jan 
Zamoyski in 1595 and 1600 included a quarter of privately employed troops; 
most of the high-ranking officers were also Zamoyski’s clients.40 The share 
of private troops was even greater in 1620 and the constant squabbles over 
the chain of command greatly contributed to the debacle of the campaign.41 
Conversely, private campaigns of 1607–08 included units on the royal payroll. 
Only in 1615 Princes Korec’kyj and Vyšnevec’kyj seem to have led a purely 
private contingent into Moldavia. However, as I will show in Chapter 4, 
this divergence was a direct result of their conflict with Hetman Stanisław 
Żółkiewski and his cross-border faction. Even then, the two magnates were 
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able to assemble an army of 12,000 soldiers that proved to be a match for 
Moldavian and Ottoman troops for almost a year.

Despite a far more efficient fiscal system and a larger standing army, Ottoman 
officials faced similar problems. ‘To obey, but not act’ reigned supreme, and 
commanders in the field often dragged their feet or simply ignored orders 
issued by their superiors and political rivals. For instance, in 1658 Fazlı Ahmed 
Pasha, tasked with installing Mihnea III in Wallachia, was not particularly 
eager to follow the orders. He advanced so slowly that it took his army almost 
three weeks to cover 140 kilometres from Yergöğü (Giurgiu) to Târgovişte, 
despite lack of any resistance.42 Ahmed Pasha was subsequently executed for 
what was a clear act of sabotage directed against Köprülü Mehmed Pasha’s 
plans.43 However, not all officials had Köprülü’s influence and resolve to punish 
recalcitrant officials. Abaza Mehmed Pasha’s actions discussed in the previous 
chapter went unpunished, despite his open defiance. In enforcing orders and 
mobilizing military resources, patronage was the principal tool to avoid red tape 
and political subterfuge.

Negotiations and bargaining were particularly important in securing 
Crimean military support. While Tatar troops were crucial for projecting 
Ottoman power in the Black Sea region, the khans’ distinct status provided 
them with considerable leverage. Thus, Ottoman authorities had to coax the 
Crimean rulers, and even then, it remained uncertain if the khan would comply 
with the demands. For instance, when Grand Vizier Koca Sinan Pasha enlisted 
Ghazi Giray II’s help in the annexation plans, he was forced to appoint the 
khan’s nephew as the beylerbey of Moldavia.44 However, Ghazi Giray jumped 
ship as soon as Polish–Lithuanian counteroffer proved more attractive. While 
few seventeenth-century khans went that far, many paid only lip service to the 
Ottoman demands. The contingent provided by Mehmed Giray IV in 1658 was 
of little assistance to the Moldavian ruler since, as Miron Costin noted wryly, 
‘there were only three hundred of them, and not only did they not fight, but they 
were nowhere to be found when the fighting started’.45

In his book on social capital, Ronald Burt quipped that ‘formal relations 
are about who is to blame. Informal relations are about who gets it done’.46 
Moldavian–Wallachian, Polish–Lithuanian and Ottoman elites of the early 
modern period would certainly agree. Procuring political and military resources 
was a messy process, involving ‘muddling through’ and building personal bonds 
rather than relying on formal hierarchies and procedures. The role of patronage 
becomes even more pronounced once we turn our attention to the flow of 
economic resources.
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The sinews of factional power: The flow of economic resources

Leading a faction was an expensive venture. Members of the household had 
to be clothed and fed; clients rewarded with gifts and sources of revenue; 
maintaining a lifestyle befitting the high-ranking social and political status was 
also necessary. This put a considerable strain on the patron’s finances and could 
potentially lead him into a crippling debt. However, as expensive as this could 
turn out, factional structures also provided means for increasing revenue of their 
members. Large cross-border networks made them particularly well-suited for 
harnessing potential sources of wealth and moving them between the arenas. In 
this section, I will address the mechanisms of economic flows that underpinned 
cross-border factionalism and their place within the larger logic of factional 
politics.

Factional payoffs: Ottomans, Moldavians and ‘shadow iltizam’

In discussions over the Ottoman impact on Moldavian–Wallachian history, few 
topics have attracted as much attention as the Sublime Porte’s financial demands. 
For modern Romanian scholars, the economic exploitation of the Danubian 
principalities became the hallmark of the ‘Turkish yoke’ and the main cause of 
the principalities’ underdevelopment. This perspective overlaps with the one of 
Ottoman ‘moral decline’, putting the blame for the increasing outflow of money 
from Moldavia and Wallachia on the demoralization among Ottoman officials. 
According to one scholar:

The onset of the Ottoman decline that started in the last quarter of the 
sixteenth century, and particularly the corruption and abuse of power, led to 
the rising price – material and moral – paid by non-Muslims [in the Danubian 
principalities – M.W.] to maintain their religious identity and political organization.47

Indeed, during the late sixteenth and again in the seventeenth centuries, the 
outflow of money from the Danubian principalities increased, and much of it 
ended up in Ottoman grandees’ pockets. Such payments came to constitute 
a considerable share of the voivodes’ expenditure, putting a strain on their 
finances.48 However, moral judgement aside, explaining these developments 
through moral decline fails to capture their underlying logic and is in many 
respects a circular argument with no explanatory power. Moreover, the amount 
of money disbursed to the Ottoman officials was not the only thing that changed; 
the channels utilized for this purpose changed as well. To address these issues, 
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we should thus look past the unhelpful narrative of moral decline and to the rise 
of cross-border patronage and the shifting Ottoman political order.

As I have mentioned in Chapter 1, the payment of harac by the voivodes 
constituted the lynchpin of their status as Ottoman tributaries and tax collectors 
(haracgüzar).49 In line with the stipulations of Hanafi ius gentium, such 
payments constituted a legal obligation of non-Muslim subjects (zimmis) in the 
‘Abode of Islam’ (dar al-Islam) and the symbolic expression of their subordinate 
position.50 Apart from their legal and symbolic significance, these remittances 
also constituted a major channel for monetary transfers between the Danubian 
principalities and the Porte. Other obligations, most importantly customary 
gifts to the sultan and high-ranking Ottoman officials (pişkeş) and the duty to 
provision Istanbul and imperial troops, complemented the payment of harac.51

Until the mid-sixteenth century, the amount of harac due annually was 
relatively modest, and its financial role remained secondary to its symbolic 
role as a sign of submission. However, starting from 1538, the financial 
burden skyrocketed. While in 1541 the voivodes of Wallachia were expected 
to contribute annually a little over a million akçe, by 1574–83 their obligations 
increased sixfold. The Moldavian tribute was smaller but registered a similar 
growth from 10,000 ducats (or 600,000 akçe) in 1538 to over 60,000 in the last 
quarter of the century.52 The debasement of akçe in 1585–6 eroded the value of 
the tribute in real terms, but even the reduced demand stretched the limits of 
the principalities’ financial capabilities. The pressure to raise additional revenue 
provided an impulse to overhaul Moldavian and Wallachian fiscal system, and 
by the end of the sixteenth century, the inhabitants of the principalities paid two 
to four times more per capita in taxes than anywhere elsewhere in the Ottoman 
Empire.53

As Mihai Maxim pointed out, the harac increases originated from the fierce 
competition for the throne, deficits in the imperial treasury and the consolidation 
of Ottoman control over the principalities.54 As numerous pretenders strove to 
outbid each other, they began to borrow heavily from Ottoman creditors. The 
voivodes’ turnover increased exponentially, further exacerbating the principalities’ 
financial woes. By the early 1590s the burden of debt reached staggering 110–120 
million akçe for Moldavia and over 700 million for Wallachia, far outstripping 
the voivodes’ ability to meet the payments.55 Eventually, in November 1594 the 
whole system went down in flames when voivodes Michael the Brave and Aron 
massacred dozens of their Ottoman creditors in what amounted to a particularly 
gruesome default, and the rebellion against the Porte that followed brought 
the flow of harac to a halt. When the payments resumed, the annual sum was 
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scaled down to a more manageable level to 30,000–35,000 ducats (equivalent to 
3.6–4.2 million of debased akçe) and remained relatively stagnant throughout 
the seventeenth century (see Figure 3.1).56 Only in 1632 did the Wallachian 
harac increase, most likely due to the specific circumstances surrounding Matei 
Basarab’s rise to power and his relationship with Ibrahim Efendi.

It is unsurprising that, in the aftermath of a revolt caused by the growing 
financial burden, the Porte would reduce its financial demands. What is 
surprising is that harac remained relatively stagnant throughout the rest of the 
century, despite the fact that all factors that had driven the increases of the late 
sixteenth century – competition for the throne, financial woes of the imperial 
treasury and allegedly rampant corruption of Ottoman officials – remained 
in place. Instead, a growing share of the cash flows was redirected towards 
customary gifts (pişkeş) and informal payments, which outstripped the harac 
as the largest category of remittances.57 While in the earlier period the value of 
such gifts had been largely symbolic, by the end of the seventeenth century they 
constituted as much as a quarter of total expenditure of the Wallachian treasury.58 
Thus, the beginning of the seventeenth century saw a general reconfiguration of 
financial ties between the Danubian principalities and the imperial centre rather 
than a simple rehashing of an established pattern.

Figure 3.1 The value of Wallachian (solid line) and Moldavian (dashed line) harac 
payments (1500–1828).
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The question of why the Moldavian–Wallachian harac remained stagnant 
throughout the century has garnered relatively little attention among 
scholars. According to Tahsin Gemil, who addressed this issue in the 
1970s, the traumatic memory of the revolt of 1594 and the risk of Polish–
Lithuanian or Habsburg intervention discouraged the Porte from increasing 
the principalities’ fiscal burden.59 However, this explanation leaves a number 
of questions unresolved. First, not only did the amount harac not grow but 
actually failed to keep up with inflation, with little effort to stabilize its real 
value despite constant deficits in the imperial treasury.60 Secondly, if the fear 
of rebellion prevented the Ottoman officials from increasing the amount 
of tribute, why did the value of pişkeş payments increase during the same 
period? Finally, the amount of harac demanded from Dubrovnik, where no 
such geopolitical threats were present, also stagnated during the seventeenth 
century.61 Thus, the explanation rooted in regional geopolitics falls short of 
addressing the phenomenon. However, once we approach the topic through 
the lens of cross-border patronage and Ottoman political landscape, the 
underlying logic of this shift becomes clearer.

The devolution of power and the growth of political household not only 
increased the grandees’ political influence, but also posed new challenges. 
Maintaining a ‘well-outfitted household’ was an expensive affair, forcing Ottoman 
officials to seek new sources of revenue. This financial and political pressure 
induced some members of the elite to engage in commerce and moneylending. 
Under the Köprülüs, the land regime instituted in newly conquered provinces of 
Crete, western Transylvania and Podolia was tailored to benefit the grand vizier’s 
household.62 However, it was tax-farming (iltizam) that provided the most 
popular means to procure economic resources for grandees’ political activity.63

During the seventeenth century, the Ottoman revenue-raising system 
witnessed a sea change, as the prebendal timar system was gradually phased out 
in favour of a tax-farming iltizam system based on competitive bidding. While 
the system had existed since the mid-fifteenth century, it gained momentum 
with the monetization of the imperial economy and the emergence of new 
sources of revenue.64 Succinctly put, within this arrangement, the right to collect 
fiscal revenue from a particular source was auctioned off to the highest bidder 
on a short-term contract in exchange for down payment and annual remittances 
to the treasury, while the tax-farmer (mültezim) was entitled to pocket surplus 
revenue.65

Ottoman grandees quickly grasped the advantages of tax-farming and became 
major investors in iltizam contracts. The hierarchical structure of patronage 
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networks made them well-suited for the purposes of tax collection, as the heads 
of the households were able to distribute shares of the contract among their 
clients or associates who would subsequently collect the taxes on the ground, 
or co-opt local notables in the provinces.66 In effect, the relationship between 
kapıs and tax-farming became a symbiotic one, allowing Ottoman grandees to 
finance their political activity, while also relieving the fiscal administration from 
the burdens associated with tax collection. Thus, by the end of the seventeenth 
century, iltizam arrangements came to constitute the financial backbone of the 
‘rise of faction’ in the Ottoman Empire.

The development of an iltizam-based fiscal system triggered a 
commodification of offices associated with tax collection. For instance, the 
Ecumenical Patriarchate, transformed into an iltizam in the second half of the 
fifteenth century, attracted the Orthodox financial elite of the imperial capital, 
transforming the patriarchal seat into a predominantly financial institution open 
to competitive bidding.67 This drove the price of appointment up and contributed 
to the high turnover at the apex of the Orthodox ecclesiastical hierarchy.

The position of Moldavian and Wallachian voivodes as Ottoman tax 
collectors (haracgüzars) was not unlike that of other mültezims and was subject 
to similar pressures, particularly in the second half of the sixteenth century.68 
In exchange for an appointment fee and annual payment of harac, the voivodes 
gained control of the principalities’ fiscal apparatus, which they could use to 
recoup their initial investment and turn out a profit. Fierce rivalry for the throne 
encouraged competitive bidding, resulting in the rise in the amount of harac and 
growing debts accumulated by Moldavian and Wallachian rulers. This created 
what can be described as an investment bubble that crashed in the revolt of 1594.

At first glance, the stability of harac in the seventeenth century marks a 
departure from the system of competitive bidding. However, once we look at 
other mukataas across the Ottoman Empire, we find similar developments 
within the iltizam system. As Murat Çizakça pointed out in his survey of the 
institution, we can identify numerous ‘frozen’ iltizams, where the sums remitted 
to the imperial treasury remained stable or even decreased despite an apparent 
rise in their tax base.69 Unsurprisingly, most of these mukataas were in the hands 
of high-ranking officials and bureaucrats. In such instances, the mültezims 
utilized their political resources and position within the imperial administration 
to prevent a reassessment of their tax-farms, thus increasing the net profit drawn 
from the contracts. The number of ‘frozen’ tax-farms increased over time, 
illustrating how grandee households were able to deploy their political leverage 
to maximize their revenue.
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Against this background, the seventeenth-century stagnation of harac and the 
growing value of gifts present themselves in a new light. For Ottoman grandees 
seeking to fund their households, the Danubian principalities constituted an 
attractive source of revenue they could harness to gain an edge in the political 
struggle at the Porte. However, the dual character of the voivode’s position as 
an Ottoman tax collector and an Orthodox ruler meant that Muslim officials 
were unable to take control of the principalities’ revenue-raising apparatus 
directly.70 By investing their political resources in cross-border patronage and 
promoting Christian clients to positions of power, Ottoman officials were able to 
circumvent this obstacle and redirect the monetary flows to their own factions 
in what amounted to a ‘shadow iltizam’.

Whereas at its core iltizam contracts remained an economic transaction 
between the state, mültezim and the latter’s business partners,71 the ‘shadow 
iltizam’ encompassed not only a financial arrangement but also a political bond. 
The Ottoman grandees’ inability to secure direct control over Moldavian–
Wallachian resources provided them with a strong incentive to cooperate and 
exchange resources with the local elites. On the one hand, Moldavian and 
Wallachian rulers controlled access to financial resources of the principalities 
but lacked the political pull to secure their position on the throne; on the other 
hand, Ottoman officials had sufficient political resources to provide a modicum 
of stability and fend off contenders but had no means to tap monetary resources 
they coveted. Cross-border patronage and side payments in the form of gifts 
bridged this gap. The economic resources thus harnessed were subsequently 
used to finance factional structures, thus converting the economic capital into 
the political one (see Figure 3.2).

From this perspective, the transformation of pişkeş from a symbolic expression 
of subordination into the most important circuit of financial transfers becomes 
understandable. By repurposing the established institution, Moldavian and 
Wallachian rulers were able to short-circuit the monetary flows and privatize 
them within the faction in exchange for political resources required for their 
political survival. For the same reason, receiving payments directly from their 
clients constituted an attractive alternative for Ottoman grandees, who thus 
gained direct control of means to fund their political enterprises and household 
structures, even if formally they remained outside of the arrangement between 
the Porte and the voivodes.

Thinking about Moldavian and Wallachian financial ties to the Porte as akin 
to iltizam allows us also to understand the stagnation of harac coinciding with 
the growing value of pişkeş gifts. In the case of iltizam, since a mültezim realized  
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his profit by pocketing surplus revenue from the mukataa, he could increase his 
share either by forcing the taxpayers to pay more or trying to reduce the amount 
due to the imperial treasury. The same applied for the Danubian principalities, 
and, as the events of 1593–1601 had shown, the demands of both the treasury and 
Ottoman patrons could outstrip the principalities’ ability to pay. The resulting 
trade-off, which increased the revenue of political households at the expense of 
the imperial treasury, subscribed to the new political logic of the seventeenth 
century. As the sultanic authority diminished in favour of grandee households, 
so did the role of the central treasury, and its share in the revenue from Moldavia 
and Wallachia decreased. In effect, the structure of the seventeenth-century 
cash flows coalesced into a new system, more privatized and better suited to the 
factional logic of the seventeenth century.

It is difficult to establish the amount of money flowing through such 
privatized channels. However, the sums involved had to be considerable. Only 
in the second half of 1639, two Ottoman grandees, Tabanıyassı Mehmed Pasha 
and Silahdar Mustafa Pasha, allegedly received 86,000 florins, or over 10 million 
akçe, from their Moldavian and Wallachian clients. It is difficult to establish 

Figure 3.2 Circulation and conversion of resources within cross-border ‘shadow 
iltizam’: a theoretical model.
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whether these claims corresponded to reality,72 but available documents for the 
reign of Constantin Brâncoveanu confirm large sums being distributed among 
the Wallachian voivode’s Ottoman patrons.73 The distribution of gifts (plocoane) 
to Ottoman officials consumed a significant share of the Wallachian treasury’s 
annual expenditure, fluctuating between 8 and 27 per cent of total expenses, and 
the list of recipients amounted to ‘who’s who’ of the imperial political scene.74

One could argue that these arrangements amounted to little more than 
corruption and extortion by Ottoman officials. However, it seems that 
establishing such channels of ‘shadow iltizam’ was seen as an investment rather 
than a bribe. Moldavians and Wallachians took the initiative and actively sought 
Ottoman patrons, offering them friendship and revenue for their protection.75 
In turn, some patrons, such as Burnaz Atike Sultan, were willing to invest their 
own money into the bid of their client.76 These instances suggest that those 
engaging in cross-border patronage expected that their investment of economic 
resources would pay off in the future, either in terms of financial gain or political 
capital.

Unfortunately, we know little about other ways in which members of cross-
border patronage networks mobilized economic resources. However, there 
are some indications that Ottoman grandees enabled their Moldavian clients 
to maximize their profits, going as far as allowing for war profiteering. One of 
the most interesting instances of such arrangements took place in 1672 when 
the Porte launched a full-scale campaign against Poland–Lithuania. The march 
of an army estimated at 80,000 men, led by Sultan Mehmed IV and Grand 
Vizier Köprülüzade Ahmed Pasha, posed considerable challenges in terms of 
logistics and provisioning.77 The task of providing foodstuffs fell on Moldavian 
voivode Gheorghe Duca, who had been a long-time client of the grand vizier. 
While a daunting task, it also provided a business opportunity, as the troops 
spent over 150 million akçe on foodstuffs alone.78 As Bogdan Murgescu pointed 
out, the voivode monopolized the provisioning and drew a hard bargain, selling 
foodstuffs to Ottoman soldiers at inflated prices.79 It seems that the grand vizier, 
who received lavish gifts from Duca during the campaign, was aware of the 
situation and enabled Duca’s scheme. It was only when disgruntled soldiers and 
local boyars appealed to directly the sultan that the voivode’s plan backfired. 
According to Ion Neculce, Mehmed IV immediately ordered Duca’s execution, 
but Köprülüzade Ahmed Pasha managed to convince the ruler not only to spare 
the Moldavian’s life, but also to delay his dismissal.80 The grand vizier managed 
to install his client again in 1674 as the ruler of Wallachia, which shows that he 
did not mind his actions during the Kam’janec’ campaign.
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Such instances of diverting revenue – directly or indirectly – from state coffers 
have usually been interpreted as the symptom of the moral decline of Ottoman 
officials and outright extortion of the Moldavian–Wallachian voivodes. However, 
such interpretations do not consider the flip side of the phenomenon described 
above. During the period under discussion, factions took over a considerable 
share of duties we associate with the state: they handled considerable share of tax 
collection and played a large role in mobilizing troops for military campaigns. 
Thus, although this ‘privatization’ changed the balance of power and the factions 
incurred ‘operational costs’, it does not mean that the revenues were ‘lost’ in 
pashas’ pockets. At the same time, factions proved efficient mechanisms of 
moving the economic resources across the imperial space. This was particularly 
important in the context of cross-border patronage, which allowed Moldavian–
Wallachian and Ottoman elites to short-circuit official channels and secure 
factional control over the stream of revenue. Each side of the exchange gained 
something in this arrangement: Ottoman officials obtained money to maintain 
and expand their households, while their clients in the principalities ensured 
their patrons’ continued support at the Porte.

Seeking land: Polish–Lithuanian approach to cross-border 
resources

Cash flows also feature prominently in Polish–Moldavian patronage networks. 
Several magnates involved in Moldavian affairs reputedly received regular 
payments from their clients south of the border. On some occasions, these 
revenues triggered heated debates during Sejms proceedings, as their recipients 
were accused of prioritizing their private interests over the common good. In 
1597, the clients of grand Crown hetman and chancellor had to defend their 
patron against such accusations during the Sejm:

In the Chamber of Deputies [izba poselska], the first to take the floor in the 
morning was Sir Uhrowiecki, the Starosta of Chełm. In his reply to the 
Podkomorzy of Sandomierz, he insisted that, contrary to what the latter had 
said the previous day, the Crown Hetman does not take any gifts from the 
Moldavian voivode […]. [Podkomorzy] had argued that it would be better if the 
Commonwealth rather than private individuals would receive these payments.81

Despite Uhrowiecki’s protests, other sources also refer to the money received 
annually by Jan Zamoyski from his Moldavian client, Ieremia Movilă. A careful 
observer of the Polish–Lithuanian political scene, Nunzio Claudio Rangoni 
discussed the matter at length in his 1604 report. According to him, Movilă was 
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sending his patron numerous gifts, cattle and money in exchange for support 
for him and his brother, Simion. However, as Rangoni claims, Simion Movilă’s 
failure to establish his rule in Wallachia greatly saddened the chancellor, since 
he would receive double the amount received from Moldavia.82 Although 
there are few references to cash payments in Zamoyski’s correspondence, the 
cattle delivered to him by Movilă’s agents appears frequently in the letters they 
exchanged.83

Zamoyski was not the only one whose financial ties with Moldavian voivodes 
found their ways into parliamentary proceedings. During the first Sejm of 1613, 
similar accusations were raised against Stefan Potocki, the Starosta of Felin. 
A wealthy magnate and brother-in-law of Voivode Constantin Movilă had 
launched in summer 1612 an invasion of Moldavia, trying to put his relative back 
on the throne. The campaign resulted in a crushing defeat, and the unfortunate 
commander found himself in the Yedikule prison. During the debates, his 
supporters lobbied the deputies to ransom him, going as far as to propose ceding 
the fortress of Hotin. However, these proposals met with powerful opposition. 
Jan Swoszowski, an experienced deputy close to Potocki’s enemies, retorted 
that Potocki embarked on a campaign without official consent and had made 
a fortune of złotys on Moldavian cattle trade and received tens of thousands of 
złotys from the voivodes. Thus, not only the Commonwealth’s treasury should 
not pay the ransom, but the magnate’s property should be confiscated.84 Two 
decades later, Moise Movilă similarly offered Hetman Stanisław Koniecpolski 
cattle, wine and a thousand złotys in exchange for his support.85

In comparison with huge sums circulating between the Ottoman centre and 
the Danubian principalities, Polish–Moldavian exchanges seem modest in value 
and haphazard. It is likely that, given the cost of military mobilization and the 
constant shortages of cash faced by the Movilăs, their Polish–Lithuanian patrons 
actually registered a net loss. However, this does not mean that their cross-border 
patronage strategies did not take economic resources into account. Instead, it 
seems that, in contrast to Ottoman grandees, Polish–Lithuanian magnates were 
more interested in arable land rather than ready cash.

This interest in acquiring landed property in Moldavia can be seen in a 
confusing episode from 1611, when Moldavian envoys, Nestor Ureche and 
Costea Băcioc, filed a complaint against Stefan Potocki, accusing him of 
seizing and censoring their instructions, removing all issues that affected his 
interests. While I will focus more on the political aspect of these events in the 
following chapter, one of the fragments erased by the magnate involved his 
landholdings:



Flows, Exchanges, Conversions 103

Citizens of the Polish Crown have occupied many lands in Moldavia, greatly 
oppressing the poor subjects [of the voivode]. Thus, the envoys shall demand 
from His Majesty the appointment of a commission to resolve those matters. 
The Starosta of Felin removed this point since it concerned his estates.86

According to boyars’ complaint, Potocki occupied a swath of land within 
Moldavian borders and set out to colonize it with serfs, without any legal 
claims. On the surface, this was a recent development and it should come as 
no surprise that Constantin Movilă would file a protest. However, this was not 
the case. First, other fragments censored by the Polish magnate show that he 
was acting in collusion with the voivode and his clan against the mounting 
disgruntlement of the boyars. Secondly, since 1609 Potocki and his brothers 
had been involved in the Polish–Lithuanian campaign against Muscovy, leaving 
Stefan with little opportunity to establish a territorial foothold in Moldavia.87 
It seems that Potocki took control of the land after his first intervention in the 
principality (1607–08), and enjoyed tacit support of his brother-in-law, despite 
boyars’ protests. However, in October 1611, as Constantin Movilă’s position at 
the Porte deteriorated, he could no longer afford to alienate the local elite and 
was compelled to include the matter in the instructions for his envoys. Potocki’s 
land grab was not unique, and other Moldavian voivodes complained that ‘the 
citizens of the Polish borderland are so eager to engage in land-grabbing that they 
do this without any recourse to justice or appeal to the courts’.88 The nobility’s 
focus on land becomes even clearer in the context of Polish–Lithuanian plans to 
annex Moldavia, discussed in Chapter 5, where the issue of redistributing land 
occupied a central spot in the unfolding debates.

This role of land as the key economic resource in cross-border patronage 
had both economic and cultural origins. In contrast to the Ottoman Empire, 
the reliance on serf labour in agriculture and the underdevelopment of industry 
meant that Polish–Lithuanian economy was monetized to a limited extent. While 
the Baltic grain boom of the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries brought 
large amounts of bullion into the country, most continued into the Ottoman 
lands to cover eastern trade deficit.89 These economic constraints meant that 
the level of monetization remained low and the monetary circulation limited. A 
series of military disasters in the second half of the seventeenth century further 
added to these constraints and reduced the extent of market economy.

However, the attachment to land was not merely a matter of economic 
structure, but also tied in with the social and cultural self-definition of nobility. 
Starting from the sixteenth century, the ideal of landowner-cum-knight began 
to take root, becoming the model for the Polish–Lithuanian elite. Land-owning 
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constituted not only a crucial aspect of the noble habitus and a principal means 
of securing livelihood, but also a prerequisite for full participation in political 
life and access to coveted offices.90 Landless nobles were treated with contempt 
and usually excluded from dietine proceedings. In turn, for magnates, acquiring 
landed estates constituted an important part of faction-building strategies, 
allowing them to expand their territorial reach and maintain growing clienteles.91 
This stood in stark contrast with the Ottoman elite, which (with few exceptions of 
mülk lands) did not enjoy similar property rights and thus attached significantly 
less importance to this type of economic resources.

Interestingly, Polish–Lithuanian nobility was aware that their focus on 
landholding and serf labour as a source of subsistence and self-definition was 
in many ways similar to that of Moldavian and Wallachian boyars. This became 
apparent in 1672 when the Ottoman invasion led to the annexation of Podolia. 
Still shocked by the events, the local nobility tried to negotiate with the imperial 
officials to retain their landholdings and serfs. This struggle was recorded in an 
unsophisticated verse by Stanisław Makowiecki, a local nobleman who partook 
in the negotiations:

The nobles inquire about their villages,
Let’s stay in them without worries
[The vizier] replied: “You’re free to remain
Keep what you have, what’s to your liking
But as for serfs, you will not keep them.”
Makowiecki replies: “How can we survive
If we lose our peasants?
For, they live on our land,
Clearly, the Turks do not know about this.”
The interpreter responds: Your words are in vain,
As you don’t know their laws.
This would be against their law
If the serfs would remain under your hand
The vizier says: Their pleas are of no use
As the Emperor would not allow it
In Moldavia, they have the treaties
But here, the fortress was taken by the sword.92

The similarities in Polish–Lithuanian and Moldavian–Wallachian elites’ 
attachment to landholding as a crucial economic and social resource did not 
necessarily facilitate cross-border patronage. The focus on land as the primary 
economic resource put Polish–Moldavian networks at a relative disadvantage 
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compared with those linking the Danubian principalities with the Ottoman 
Empire. Unlike money, land constitutes a fixed resource that cannot be easily 
divided, moved or multiplied. Thus, in the long run, Moldavian boyars and 
their Polish patrons would have competed for a limited amount of economic 
resources that could not be transferred from one arena to another without 
redrawing the political boundaries in the region. In turn, the Ottoman officials, 
operating within the context of a monetized economy and unencumbered by the 
cultural link between landholding and elite identity, had at their disposal a more 
flexible mechanism based on liquid cash, better suited to the requirements of 
cross-border patronage. As I will show in the following chapters, this difference 
had a profound effect on the outcome of Polish–Ottoman rivalry.

Information, communication and manipulation

While less tangible than economic or political resources, information played a 
crucial role in the factional world of early modern Eastern Europe. In the age 
before modern time–space compression set in, procuring reliable information 
and communicating across vast distance constituted was an arduous, time-
consuming task, but one crucial for successful participation in social, economic 
and political life. The credibility of sources was often in doubt, and informants 
often relied on street gossip; the channels of communication were prone to 
breakdowns and leaks.

These limitations made access to information a crucial resource for successful 
factional competition. Early access to news provided an edge over rivals and 
could prove decisive in the scramble for resources and offices. This meant that 
placing clients at crucial nodes of information gathering remained a crucial 
preoccupation for faction-builders. However, control over information and 
communication was not merely a matter of procuring reliable news, but also 
allowed grandees to manipulate their contents or their flow, withhold them or 
manage their dissemination for the factional benefit.93 In this sense, the political 
communication produced ‘a corridor of power’, which could be utilized to further 
actors’ goals or bring down their rivals.94 This procurement and dissemination 
of information occurred on two different levels, which corresponded to the 
Venetian notions of communicazione and pubblicazione. The former described 
the flow of information within the political institutions (or patronage networks), 
kept secret from outsiders, while the latter meant dissemination of information 
to the wider public.95
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Ottoman, Moldavian–Wallachian and Polish–Lithuanian elites embraced 
different concepts regarding the ideal model of political communication, which 
affected the ways the information circulated within the arenas. According to the 
Ottoman political theory, the backbone of the whole system was the intimate 
bond between the sultan and his grand vizier, who would act as the ruler’s stand-
in in all administrative matters of the imperial administration.96 This dependence 
of the sultan on his deputy was remedied by the flow of petitions (arz) from 
the subjects, which played a central role in mandated the ruler’s legitimacy as 
an upholder of justice and rectifier of officials’ oppression of the population. 
In turn, Polish–Lithuanian nobility fashioned a different model of political 
communication, emphasizing the importance of the open flow of information 
and decrying any attempts to keep communication secret. Always suspicious 
of king’s motives and ‘practices’, and seeing the liberty to speak their mind as 
a civic virtue, the nobles demanded scrutiny over royal council’s proceedings 
and protested attempts to restrict access to vital pieces of information. These 
demands only increased in the mid-seventeenth century, when the crisis of trust 
between the court and the nobles led the latter to call for further measures to 
prevent royal conspiracies.97

However, it should come as no wonder in the cut-throat context of factional 
rivalry that keeping communication within the network secret and learning 
adversaries’ secrets remained a constant preoccupation. This largely explains 
the relative dearth of sources on cross-border patronage, since most letters 
concerning delicate matters were burned after reading. Moreover, much of 
communication was conducted orally through trusted clients, further limiting 
our knowledge about the factions’ inner workings. At the same time, seizure of 
correspondence and opening of letters was a common practice. As Ion Neculce 
informs us, the voivode of Moldavia, Constantin Duca, employed a certain 
Nicolae Deport, whose main task was opening intercepted letters and informing 
the ruler about their contents.98 Polish–Lithuanian diplomats in Istanbul 
constantly complained about their correspondence being seized by the voivodes, 
and its contents divulged to their Ottoman patrons.99

This was particularly important since Moldavian and Wallachian voivodes 
were important information brokers in the region. As Ottoman appointees, 
they were expected to gather intelligence on Polish–Lithuanian, Muscovite 
and Crimean developments on behalf of Ottoman authorities.100 At the same 
time, they also passed information in the opposite direction, informing 
Polish–Lithuanian magnates of recent events at the Porte and the Crimean 
Khanate.101 There are numerous indications that the Moldavian and Wallachian 
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information-gathering systems were efficient; for instance, it seems that the 
Porte first learned about the conclusion of the peace of Ryswick in 1697 from 
Constantin Brâncoveanu rather than from any of European ambassadors in 
Istanbul.102 This intelligence network provided voivodes with considerable 
informational resources that they could deploy for the purposes of their 
factional interests.

Ottoman grandees and Polish–Lithuanian magnates did not hesitate to 
use Moldavian and Wallachian clients for information-gathering purposes, 
sometimes addressing delicate political matters. These endeavours posed 
considerable risks. For instance, in 1666, Köprülü Ahmed Pasha’s client 
Gheorghe Duca was removed from the throne and nearly lost his life when one 
of such schemes backfired:

The reason for the dismissal was the following. By that time, the Crimean Khan 
Selim Giray [the chronicler’s mistake, Mehmed IV Giray was the khan at this 
point  – M.W.] came under suspicion of betraying the empire. Thus, Köprülü 
Ahmed Pasha, who at this time was the grand vizier and participated in the 
siege of a fortress in Crete, instructed Duca to write a letter to the Khan to 
learn if he was harbouring evil thoughts against the Porte. Thus, Duca followed 
the instructions and wrote to Selim Giray words of friendship, calling him the 
emperor and disclosing many secrets in his letter.103

However, the letter was intercepted by the Ottoman governor of Özü, who 
sent them to the sultan’s court. The sultan and Kara Mustafa Pasha, who acted 
as the Kaymakam of the Imperial Stirrup (kaymakam-ı rikab-ı hümayun), 
immediately ordered Duca to be removed from the throne. Only Ahmed Pasha’s 
intervention saved the unfortunate voivode from losing his life.

The importance of factional channels of communication had far-reaching 
implications for political events. For instance, in November 1639, the Porte 
issued a series of orders, which mandated the removal of Matei Basarab from the 
Wallachian throne and the appointment of Vasile Lupu in his stead. However, as 
Hasan Vecihi mentioned, the çavuş tasked with informing Matei of his removal 
from power was accompanied by a certain Tatar Süleyman, a client of Silahdar 
Mustafa Pasha.104 In their secret rendezvous, the latter encouraged voivode not 
to abandon the throne, but instead confront Ottoman forces, promising the 
political support of the sultan’s favourite. These assurances clearly emboldened 
Matei, who refused to comply and mobilized his troops. At the same time, in 
order to break the stranglehold that Vasile Lupu’s allies held over communication, 
the Wallachian voivode channelled his correspondence through his patron, thus 
allowing him to spin the news and sway Murad IV’s opinion.105
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While communication within the faction was crucial for the success of 
political ventures, selective pubblicazione also provided ample opportunities. 
This was the strategy employed by Derviş Mehmed Pasha and his allies to 
prevent the marriage between Vasile Lupu and Caterina. The lack of access to 
the channels of communication and information flowing through Moldavian–
Ottoman factional networks constituted a constant problem for Polish–
Lithuanian officials. Jerzy Kruszyński, sent in 1636 to demand the removal of 
Vasile Lupu from the throne, learned this the hard way. From the very outset, the 
diplomat encountered difficulties, as his sojourn in Iaşi was beset by the hostility 
of the voivode and quarrels over ceremonial.106 Once in the imperial capital, 
Kruszyński was stonewalled by Lupu’s Ottoman allies and spent fifteen weeks 
trying to secure an audience with the sultan, while Moldavian agents spread 
gossip putting Kruszyński’s diplomatic status in doubt. The reports he sent to 
the royal court were intercepted by Vasile Lupu; ultimately, he was put under 
the custody of Moldavian capuchehaias and prohibited from any contact with 
Poland–Lithuania.107 Despite these ordeals, Kruszyński was leaving Istanbul 
convinced of the success of his mission and the imminent removal of Vasile Lupu 
from power. The meeting with Ken’an Pasha, the beylerbey of Özü, dispelled these 
hopes. While Ken’an Pasha was no friend of the Moldavian voivode, he informed 
the envoy that the orders received from the Porte made no mention regarding 
the issue.108 As a result of collusion between Vasile Lupu and his supporters, the 
Polish–Lithuanian efforts came to naught, and the Moldavian voivode’s position 
remained unchallenged.

However, arguably the most elaborate scheme involving cross-border 
patronage took place at the Polish–Lithuanian Sejm of 1597. The political 
climate of the Commonwealth suggested that the proceedings would be far from 
smooth. The most polarizing issue was the ecclesiastical Union of Brest’ from 
October 1596, which subordinated the Orthodox hierarchy in Poland–Lithuania 
to the papal authority. While its conclusion had been supported by the Orthodox 
hierarchy and the royal court, it encountered vehement opposition among the 
population, led by powerful magnate Prince Kostjantyn-Vasyl’ Ostroz’kyj.

The confessional dispute was not the only challenge to the prince’s position. 
He was also engulfed in a major factional conflict with the Grand Crown 
Chancellor and Hetman Jan Zamoyski. Since the 1570s, Zamoyski had been 
building his own political and economic system in southern and southeastern 
provinces of the Commonwealth, amassing enormous landholdings and 
political influence. This expansion impinged on the Ostroz’kyjs’ political turf 
in Volhynia and Ukrainian palatinates. While initially both tried to maintain 
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peaceful relations, a set of political and economic issues eventually put the two 
magnates on the collision course.109 In this confrontation, several factors put 
Zamoyski at a disadvantage. While his rise through the ranks of nobility was 
meteoric, he lacked Ostroz’kyj’s distinguished lineage and deep roots in the local 
political scene. Moreover, his relations with King Sigismund III were hostile, 
since the monarch successively chipped away the chancellor’s political influence 
by denying his clients’ appointments and encouraging them to abandon their 
patron.

In such an adverse political climate, Zamoyski designed a strategy meant 
not only to defend his position but to humiliate his enemies in the process. 
At the centre of this plan was Nikeforos Parasios, the protosynkellos of the 
Ecumenical Patriarchate, who led the anti-unionist counter-synod in Brest’ 
and was crucial in galvanizing the Orthodox opposition against the Union. 
Active in the Danubian principalities since the early 1590s, Nikeforos was a 
high-profile figure in local political and ecclesiastical life, with ties to both 
Moldavian voivodes and the Ottoman court.110 He also played a role as an 
intermediary between the imperial authorities and Jan Zamoyski during the 
latter’s intervention in the principality.

In spring 1596, Nikeforos was arrested while trying to cross the Polish–
Moldavian border to participate in the upcoming synod. He managed to escape 
from the prison in Hotin and find sanctuary in the estates of his ally, Prince 
Kostjantyn-Vasyl’ Ostroz’kyj. Ieremia Movilă immediately demanded that the 
fugitive be handed over to Moldavian authorities and requested Zamoyski’s 
intervention in the matter.111 Nonetheless, Ostroz’kyj’s protection allowed the 
Greek protosynkellos to retain his freedom and arrive in Brest’ for the synod held 
in October 1596. As the highest-ranking churchman in attendance, Nikeforos 
led a counter-synod that rejected the union with Rome and excommunicated the 
unionist camp. Under growing pressure from Zamoyski and the king, Ostroz’kyj 
eventually gave in and promised to bring Nikeforos to the upcoming Sejm to 
respond to the charges.

The charges against the protosynkellos were grave indeed, including lying 
about his official capacity, spying on behalf of Koca Sinan Pasha and the valide 
sultan, driving Moldavian treasury into enormous debt, entering Poland–
Lithuania without royal permission and scheming to replace the Moldavian 
voivode. Also, accusations of sodomy were brought up, involving intercourse 
with a small boy.112 Apart from Parasios, a certain Jani, Ostroz’kyj’s servant, 
also stood trial for trying to smuggle Nikeforos’s incriminating letters out of the 
Commonwealth.
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As Tomasz Kempa pointed out, many contemporaries considered the trial a 
farce and suspected Zamoyski had fabricated the evidence.113 The chancellor, an 
experienced parliamentarian and an expert in shaping his public image, took 
great pains to maintain factional control over the proceedings and evidence. 
Mikołaj Zebrzydowski, one of Zamoyski’s closest allies, presided the tribunal, 
while the bulk of the evidence was provided by the envoys of Ieremia Movilă. 
During the public audience with the king, the envoys swore their loyalty to 
the Commonwealth and publicly demanded justice to be served, explicitly 
drawing the connection between Nikeforos and Ostroz’kyj.114 During the trial, 
Zebrzydowski coached the Moldavians regarding their statements, clearly 
under Zamoyski’s direction. Members of the chancellor’s faction had a hand in 
producing material evidence as well: the letters incriminating Nikeforos and Jani 
were ‘discovered’ by another of Zamoyski’s clients.115 According to contemporary 
observers, the whole trial served not to convict Nikeforos, but rather to discredit 
Ostroz’kyj.

Ultimately, the tribunal failed to issue a verdict and the trial was put on hold, 
never to resume. For Zamoyski this constituted a major success, nonetheless. 
The proceedings provided a public stage to launch an attack against his main 
adversary, associating Ostroz’kyj with a presumed Ottoman spy and casting doubt 
on his integrity. Moreover, since Nikeforos was not acquitted, the chancellor 
detained the protosynkellos in the castle of Marienburg (today Malbork), where 
he remained until his death in 1602, despite Ostroz’kyj’s appeals.116 This outcome 
suited Zamoyski, who was able to strike a blow against his adversary’s prestige 
and retain Nikeforos as leverage for years to come.

Discussing the influence of the Ottoman ‘Mediterranean faction’ in the late 
sixteenth century, Emrah Safa Gürkan noted:

Trying to read the decision-making process and strategy formulation 
independent from the realities of factional rivalries would be to overlook the 
corporate interests at the heart of Ottoman politics. Those who shaped policy 
were a far cry from disinterested officials, formulating strategy as a result of 
careful and objective calculations of long-term strategic objectives.117

This holds true for Ottoman presence in Eastern Europe, as well. Imperial 
elites, just like their Polish–Lithuanian and Moldavian–Wallachian counterparts, 
operated within limits imposed by slow communication and distance, which 
made access to information difficult and troublesome. However, while posing 
considerable challenges, it also provided ample opportunities. Taking control of 
communication channels through cross-border patronage allowed for spinning 
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the news and their selective dissemination. As a result, central authorities usually 
operated on the basis of biased information filtered through factional interests 
of those involved.

Letters and watermelons: Civility and patronage

In August 1646, Łukasz Miaskowski, an important figure in the palatinate of 
Podolia, received a letter from the Moldavian governor of Soroca, Ştefan. The 
boyar thanked Miaskowski for his support and wished him to stay in good 
health. At the same time, he discussed a matter of an unusual shipment that 
accompanied the letter:

As for watermelons […] due to great heat this year, they have turned flabby, but 
I send you a hundred of the best I’ve been able to find, along with forty melons. 
Although the fruits are somewhat modest and bland, I humbly ask you to accept 
them, Sire, as a gift from your friend and servant.118

This was not the only time that Miaskowski received watermelons as a gift 
from Moldavian officials. Sometime earlier, his servant, Wojkuszycki, informed 
him that another shipment from Soroca arrived in Hotin as a gift of friendship 
from the governor.119

While we may see these gifts as somewhat at odds with massive sums of money, 
troops and information circulating through cross-border patronage networks 
in the region, such seemingly trivial items were an important component 
of factional politics. Although their monetary value was relatively modest, 
their main role rested in the symbolic aspect of their exchange, increasingly 
recognized by modern scholarship.120 In the political world reliant on personal 
ties and affective rhetoric, personalized gifts and kind words constituted not only 
a token of friendship but also an important tool for establishing and maintaining 
political alliances.121

The contents of such exchanges and direction of the flows varied wildly within 
and across the arenas. Sometimes the objects involved may seem pedestrian. As 
Hedda Reindl-Kiel has shown, large allotments of foodstuffs from the palace 
kitchens distributed daily among the members of the sultanic household were 
meant primarily for redistribution among their dependents, thus reinforcing the 
vertical bonds tying them to their patrons.122 However, the importance of some 
gifts was considerable enough as to warrant their inclusion on the pages of the 
chronicles of the period. For instance, Wallachian author Radu Popescu mentions 



The Ottomans and Eastern Europe112

that a lavish personal gift initiated the lasting bond between the Cantacuzino 
family and Merzifonlu Kara Mustafa Pasha that largely defined the relationship 
between Wallachia and the Porte in the 1670s and 1680s. According to Popescu, 
when Mustafa Pasha arrived in Bucharest in 1660 to oversee the change on the 
throne, Şerban Cantacuzino approached him with a gift of a beautiful horse and 
harness. The grandee was happy with the mount and, as the Wallachian boyar 
claimed, this exchange initiated the long period of cooperation between the two 
households, culminating in Şerban’s appointment to the throne in 1678.123

These exchanges served a double purpose. On the one hand, such 
personalized gifts gave credence to the affective rhetoric of friendship that 
permeated cross-border patronage. While there is a tendency to dismiss the 
claims to friendship as a mere window dressing, they were treated with utmost 
seriousness by contemporaries. As Urszula Augustyniak pointed out, gift-giving 
enhanced the prestige of clients, since it set them apart from paid servants, even 
if at times their actual position was not so much different.124 On the other hand, 
offering gifts to one’s patrons and clients was a principal means of keeping the 
channels of communication open and expressing continued interest in political 
cooperation. For instance, following his first deposition in 1615, Ştefan Tomşa II 
fell on hard times: not only was he removed from the throne, but his possessions 
were confiscated by Ottoman authorities. His sole consolation was a gold-
embroidered kaftan presented to him by his patron, Gürcü Mehmed Pasha, 
which testified to the grandee’s continued willingness to cooperate with the 
voivode.125 Indeed, in 1621 Mehmed Pasha’s support allowed Tomşa to return to 
the throne, despite several years spent out of power. In this sense, civilities and 
personal gifts, while more modest than massive resources discussed above, were 
crucial for maintaining political cohesion of the faction.

That these exchanges’ importance as tokens of friendship outweighed their 
monetary value is best illustrated in the exchange of letters within cross-border 
factions. Given that their members were scattered across vast distances, there 
were few opportunities for face-to-face interaction between patrons and clients, 
making the exchange of correspondence a surrogate means to provide the 
much-needed personal connection. Particularly informative in this respect are 
the letters sent by the Moldavian grand logofăt (chancellor), Luca Stroici, to Jan 
Zamoyski. Within Zamoyski–Movilă faction, Stroici occupied a special position. 
Awarded Polish noble title together with Ieremia Movilă, he was the only boyar 
who enjoyed direct access the Crown chancellor and made considerable effort 
to uphold this bond.126 His letters to Zamoyski only sporadically touch on 
any specific matters but are replete with wishes of good health, declarations 



Flows, Exchanges, Conversions 113

of friendship and assurances of unwavering loyalty.127 Stroici never missed a 
chance to address his patron, and in some periods seems to have been writing a 
letter every two days. Anxious that this constant barrage of correspondence may 
annoy Zamoyski, he asked forgiveness, but phrased his apology in a way that 
would assure him of Stroici’s determination to serve his protector:

I’ve heard that my frequent letters became tiresome for you since I do not pass 
any opportunity to address you in writing, my lord. I do this being eager to 
perform any services for you, which I offer so often to you; now as well, I wish 
you to remain in good health, hoping that God will bestow it upon you for a 
long time.128

Apart from expressions of loyalty, Stroici also played into Zamoyski’s 
intellectual pursuits and seems to have promised the chancellor a manuscript 
on Moldavian history, further ingratiating himself with his patron.129 Even if this 
constant flow of correspondence could be annoying at times, it was nonetheless 
an auspicious omen for Zamoyski, ensuring him of Stroici’s continued interest 
in maintaining the bond.

This strategy was perfected by another boyar with strong ties to the Polish–
Lithuanian establishment. Miron Costin, one of the most important political 
figures in late-seventeenth-century Moldavia, had spent his childhood in 
Poland–Lithuania and acquired education in the Jesuit college of Bar before 
returning to the principality and rising through the ranks of local officialdom. 
Fluent in Polish and Latin, which he combined with literary talents and skill 
in managing cross-border ties, he harnessed his oeuvre to ingratiate himself 
with Polish–Lithuanian patrons. As a result, his two works in Polish, known as 
Polish Poem and Polish Chronicle, were dedicated, respectively, to King John III 
Sobieski (1674–96) and one of his closest associates, Marek Matczyński, with 
whom Costin exchanged numerous letters.130

From this standpoint, it becomes clear that civilities and personalized gifts 
constituted an important component of cross-border patronage strategies, acting 
as a catalyst that facilitated establishment and upkeep of patronage ties. In the 
absence of day-to-day interaction between the members of the faction, these small 
favours and expressions of gratitude played a crucial role in keeping the channels 
of exchange open. At the same time, individual goods could be converted into 
different types of capital, even if hard evidence is lacking. For instance, while a 
relatively humble commodity, the watermelons that Miaskowski received could 
be repurposed to gain political capital on the dietines. While opinion leaders 
among local nobility formed relatively stable bonds with magnate factions, many 
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of the rank-and-file participants were mobilized through one-off transactions 
and flocked to the assemblies to participate in social events rather than to pursue 
political ambitions.131 In order to sway their opinion, magnates held numerous 
feasts, providing ample quantities of food and spirits. Within such context, 
watermelons, rarely encountered on Polish–Lithuanian tables, would constitute 
a somewhat exotic good and an advantage in ensuring support of lesser nobles. 
While we cannot be sure, if Miaskowski’s watermelons served such a political 
purpose, this possibility further underscores the role of seemingly trivial objects 
circulating through patronage networks in the region.



Factional Macro-Politics
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Although the discussion in the previous chapters focused on internal structures 
of cross-border factionalism, patronage networks obviously did not operate 
in isolation. Their existence and advantages they provided to their members 
stemmed directly from the constant competition with other political groups, 
struggling to secure control over resources. This was no different with regard 
to Polish–Lithuanian, Ottoman and Moldavian–Wallachian actors of the 
seventeenth century, as they grappled and scrambled to secure their hegemony 
and bring down potential rivals. As the struggle intensified, it brought about a 
series of political crises that reverberated beyond the sphere of purely factional 
politics.

However, this factional component of regional politics has been underplayed 
in the scholarship, as historians struggled to identify geopolitical foundation 
at the heart of individuals’ actions, assuming that service to the state and the 
ruler ought to provide the basis for decision-making among the elites.1 Hence, in 
cases when such a rationale seemed lacking, the blame was put on the venality of 
individuals that failed to live up to the ideals of state service. As political cohesion 
within the arenas fragmented with the rise of factionalism and few decisions 
went uncontested, the impression we get is one of failing moral standards of the 
elites, ready to sacrifice the interests of the polity in favour of personal gain.

If we look at the sources, this standpoint does not seem unwarranted. 
Powerholders in the Ottoman Empire, Poland–Lithuania and the Danubian 
principalities presented themselves as willing to rectify the ills of the age, curb 
in quarrels within administrative ranks and overcome the resistance of their 
venal and self-serving peers. Thus, the legitimizing tools employed by early 
modern political actors converged with the state-centric viewpoint of modern 
scholarship, trying to separate private interests from those of the polity.

However, such a distinction would be arbitrary at best, effectively 
misconstruing the realities on the ground. The principle of working for the 
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common weal, either as a loyal servant of the sultan or as an exemplar of 
civic virtue, undoubtedly played a role both in decision-making and in self-
representation strategies of the elites. As Michael Braddick pointed out with 
regard to early modern England, the ‘authority of an individual performing an 
office depended on the presentation of a self that conferred natural authority on 
them – they presented a front which represented an abstract political authority 
rather than their individual will’.2 Polish–Lithuanian, Ottoman and Moldavian–
Wallachian elites were no different in this respect, as they constantly strove to 
present their actions as conforming to culturally defined concepts of virtue and 
faithful service.

Patronage, despite being bread and butter of seventeenth-century politics, 
did not fit easily with these ideal standards. As a result, it remained something 
of a dirty secret among Eastern European elites, with those involved in such 
practices trying to obscure its role in decision-making and political struggle. 
For instance, Koca Sinan Pasha, a five-time grand vizier and one of the most 
influential patrons of his time, took the pains to convince Murad III that he did 
not engage in factional politics and had few followers of his own, a statement at 
odds with the realities on the ground.3 When justifying their actions, virtually 
all participants in early modern politics utilized the rhetoric of loyal service 
and selfless statecraft, rather than discussing their actions through personal 
and factional interests. The latter was reserved for political adversaries, whose 
ulterior motives they tried to discredit.

This mechanism of legitimizing factional interests by invoking ideals of 
service and duty found its way into historical sources. As the political field 
fragmented into competing factions, so did the historiography of the period. 
Many authors, bound through patronage to particular groups, produced 
accounts intended to appropriate the title of moral paragons for their political 
allies and denigrate their adversaries. This phenomenon became particularly 
salient in Wallachia, where both boyar factions – the Cantacuzinos and the 
Băleanu–Leurdeanu bloc  –  produced their own account of the principality’s 
history. In Poland–Lithuania, heated discussions at the noble assemblies 
similarly pitched competing factions against one another, each claiming to act 
for the common good. That those engaged in patronage were often reluctant to 
bring it up to justify their actions leads to a somewhat paradoxical situation: the 
authors closest to the events are frequently the least reliable in elucidating the 
role of factionalism in their political ventures.

However, as I shall demonstrate in the present chapter, cross-border patronage 
was central to political developments in the triangle of Poland–Lithuania, the 
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Porte and the Danubian principalities. While in all three cases their factional 
component has been considered secondary to broader geopolitical considerations, 
they were, in fact, a product of competition for resources between and within 
patronage networks. The latter is particularly important, since patronage-
based factions were ‘quasi-groups’ rather than homogeneous structures, and 
encompassed numerous cliques bound vertically to the patron, but with no 
horizontal ties between them.4 In effect, once the vertical bond was severed, 
for instance upon the patron’s death, the faction could descend into an internal 
competition between different groups, ultimately leading to the disintegration 
of the whole political edifice. As I will show, it is a testimony to the strength of 
cross-border ties that, should such decomposition occur, the fault lines frequently 
straddled boundaries of individual arenas rather than aligned with them.

In order to show the dynamics of such conflicts, the present chapter focuses 
on three instances of such inter- and intra-factional clashes in the seventeenth 
century. In the first section, I address one the competition that defined Ottoman–
Moldavian–Wallachian relations for much of the 1630s. The rivalry between 
Voivodes Vasile Lupu and Matei Basarab defined most of this period, inducing 
the members of the Ottoman top brass to pick their sides. Although the conflict 
originated in the Danubian principalities, the proliferation of cross-border 
patronage networks meant that they reached its climax at the imperial centre in 
the dramatic events of December 1639. In the following part, I shift my attention 
to examine how such factions broke up into competing segments, once the death 
of their founders created a vacuum of power at the top. Jan Zamoyski’s military 
interventions in Moldavia and the enthronement of his client, Ieremia Movilă, 
created a relatively stable system of patronage based on the cooperation between 
the two. However, following their deaths in 1605–06, the faction suffered a 
succession crisis and broke up into two competing camps, supporting different 
branches of the Movilă dynasty and vying for influence in both Poland–Lithuania 
and Moldavia. Ultimately, their rivalry led to the collapse of the Commonwealth’s 
influence in the principality by 1611–16. Finally, the third case study tackles 
more muted, but still relevant, tensions within the Köprülü patronage network 
in the third quarter of the century. While the Köprülüs managed to establish 
themselves as hegemons in the Ottoman political arena, they also suffered 
from growing tensions within their ranks. Although the competition between 
Köprülüzade Ahmed Pasha and his deputy Merzifonlu Kara Mustafa Pasha did 
not lead to an open rupture within the faction, the competition between their 
clients in Moldavia and Wallachia seriously disrupted the political life in the 
principalities.
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Matei Basarab and Vasile Lupu

In many respects, the middle decades of the seventeenth century can be 
considered a high water mark of Moldavian and Wallachian fortunes. The reigns 
of Matei Basarab (1632–54) and Vasile Lupu (1634–53), respectively, ushered 
in an unprecedented period of political stability, in stark contrast to the rapid 
turnover of the earlier period. Both voivodes exhibited considerable skill in 
ensuring their political survival and their long reigns set the stage for an economic 
and cultural revival. At the same time, however, the two rulers remained openly 
hostile to each other, and their rivalry shaped the political developments in the 
region that culminated in a series of open military conflicts. In the process, both 
voivodes repeatedly enlisted their allies’ support, both within the region and at 
the Sublime Porte.

The prominence of both Lupu and Matei in Romanian history has resulted 
in numerous studies devoted to their reigns and political conflicts. Trying to 
identify the origins of their rivalry, scholars have generally focused on the local 
political scene and the voivodes’ geopolitical orientations. Within this model, 
Matei Basarab – a scion of the local elite, who ascended the throne as a rebel – is 
depicted as a champion of the boyars willing to cast off the ‘Turkish yoke’ with 
support from Christian powers. In contrast, Vasile Lupu is presented as an 
ambitious newcomer of Albanian origin, who owed his throne to the Porte and 
represented a ‘pro-Ottoman’ orientation throughout much of his reign.5 The 
Moldavian voivode’s association with Ottomans and his non-Romanian origin 
coloured much of scholars’ opinions on the conflict that unfolded between the 
two since his affiliation with the Porte appeared as incongruous with the national 
aspirations of Moldavians and Wallachians.6 As a result, attempts to rehabilitate 
Vasile Lupu, undertaken by historians, have focused either on ‘nationalizing’ 
him or presenting his ties to the Porte as purely instrumental and conjectural.7

Arguably, Vasile Lupu enjoyed strong support at the Porte as he tried to fulfil 
his political objectives, most notably in his numerous attempts to oust Matei from 
Wallachia and establish himself as the ruler of both principalities. However, as I 
have pointed in Chapter 2, this does not mean that he pursued a consistent pro-
Ottoman policy, nor that Matei Basarab’s actions allow us to describe him as an 
adversary of the empire. Although Matei’s standing at the Porte was weaker, his 
path to the throne was made possible by the very transformation of the imperial 
political culture of the celali age. His first Ottoman patron, Abaza Mehmed 
Pasha, was far more consequential for securing the voivode’s reign than his 
Christian ally, Transylvanian prince György Rákóczy I (1630–48).8 Moreover, 
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as the following survey demonstrates, many high-ranking officials within the 
Ottoman establishment continued to lend their support to Matei Basarab against 
Vasile Lupu. Thus, the dynamics of this conflict go beyond a simple dichotomy 
between pro-Christian and pro-Ottoman attitudes of either voivode, putting the 
role of factional connections on display.

Already upon the appointment of Vasile Lupu in 1634, there had been 
some bad blood between him and Matei Basarab. The origins of this hostility 
are not entirely clear, although sources suggest that Lupu’s machinations at the 
Porte had been instrumental in the execution of Miron Barnovschi, Matei’s 
prospective ally.9 Vasile Lupu also granted refuge to some prominent enemies of 
the Wallachian ruler. Among them, the most notable were Catargis, influential 
Wallachian boyars of Greek origin who had supported their kin Radu Iliaş 
against Matei Basarab in 1632. Once in Moldavia, they became important 
members of Vasile Lupu’s circle, rising to key positions within local officialdom 
and pushing the voivode towards a confrontation with Matei Basarab.10 They 
also rejected all attempts at reconciliation with their Wallachian adversary. 
Already in the summer of 1634, Nicolae Catargi approached Murtaza Pasha, 
trying to sway the official against Matei Basarab, seemingly acting with Lupu’s 
consent.11 With their strong position among Orthodox notables of the imperial 
capital, the Catargis’ support constituted a boon for the Moldavian voivodes in 
the years that followed.

Soon, the tensions escalated further. In May 1635, when Matei was touring 
the western provinces of the principality, the Moldavian voivode amassed troops 
at the border, planning to launch an attack against his rival. Forewarned of the 
impending danger, the Wallachian ruler returned in haste to Târgovişte and 
mobilized his soldiers, causing Lupu to give up his plans, at least temporarily.12 
It is clear that Vasile Lupu acted not only on the Catargis’ behest but pursued 
a more ambitious goal of installing his family in both principalities. Much 
ink has been spilled concerning these plans, with scholars interpreting them 
as stemming from the personal ambition of the voivode, struggle for national 
unity or even plans to restore an Orthodox empire in Southeastern Europe.13 
However, the most recent precedent in this respect was the reign of Radu 
Mihnea, who during his last reign in Moldavia (1623–6) managed to install his 
son, Alexandru, on the Wallachian throne.14 Voivode Alexandru Iliaş pursued 
a similar scheme in 1632 when he unsuccessfully supported Radu Iliaş against 
Matei Basarab. Thus, rather than the dynastic project of Vasile Lupu, what is 
interesting is the strategy pursued by each voivode to tilt the balance in his 
favour.
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Matei Basarab’s alliance with the Transylvanian prince, concluded in March 
1635 and renewed on numerous occasions in the following years, and care 
taken by the voivode to ingratiate himself with Polish–Lithuanian diplomats 
constituted the basis for interpreting his position as a pro-Christian one, in 
contrast to the pro-Ottoman stance of his rival. However, such a depiction 
ignores several patron–client ties that bound the Wallachian voivode to Ottoman 
establishment. Among them, we find Zülfikar Agha, a Hungarian renegade and 
an experienced dragoman with strong ties to the Transylvanian prince and his 
Istanbul-based agents.15 However, the voivode’s principal supporter at the Porte 
at this point seems to have been Ruznameci Ibrahim Efendi, who acted as Sultan 
Murad IV’s favourite and chief financial officer.16 Following the execution of 
Abaza Mehmed Pasha, Matei Basarab’s first Ottoman patron, in the aftermath 
of 1633–4 Polish–Ottoman war, Ibrahim Efendi took over as the main protector 
of the Wallachian ruler’s interests at the Porte. He is identified as such in 
December 1637 and continued in this role until his death.17

That such high-ranking official lent their assistance to Matei Basarab makes 
it clear that Ottoman officials did not act in unison during the unfolding conflict 
between him and Vasile Lupu. Rather than rallying around the Moldavian 
voivode, the grandees were split on the matter, pursuing their own factional 
interests. Contemporaries seem to have recognized this more clearly than 
modern historians. In his chronicle, Miron Costin depicts imperial establishment 
in this period as split between two major factions led by the chief black eunuch 
(kızlar ağası) and Silahdar Mustafa Pasha. According to him, while Vasile Lupu 
associated himself with the former, Matei became a client of Mustafa Pasha.18 
Costin’s account, as well as other sources, conveys a picture of two evenly 
matched camps within the Ottoman officialdom rather than one of unanimous 
support for Vasile Lupu at the Porte.

At the same time, what Costin describes as a stable configuration of Ottoman 
and Moldavian–Wallachian political scene was, in fact, a fluid and ever-
changing set of alliances. As early as August 1636, Jerzy Kruszyński reported 
on the expected appointment of Radu Iliaş to the Moldavian throne that the 
pretender ‘thanked his promoter and a great favourite of the emperor, Silahdar 
[Mustafa] Pasha’.19 Soon afterwards, the grandee seems to have briefly weighed 
in his support for Vasile Lupu.20 Mustafa Pasha’s vacillating position seems 
to indicate his initial difficulties in finding a suitable client that would allow 
him to establish a foothold in Moldavia and Wallachia, particularly since other 
grandees actively sought clients among the pretenders scrambling for Ottoman 
support.
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The year 1637 witnessed a further escalation of the conflict as another 
key figure – Tabanıyassı Mehmed Pasha – directly intervened in the conflict. 
This official of Albanian origin and a fellow countryman of Vasile Lupu had 
begun his career in the kapı of the Chief Black Eunuch Hacı Mustafa Agha.21 
The latter seemed to have great plans for his client, and in 1628 Mehmed Pasha 
received the governorship of Egypt as his first provincial appointment. When his 
tenure ended four years later, the beylerbey returned to Istanbul and was swiftly 
appointed by Murad IV to the grand vizierate. While there are some indications 
that he established the patron–client bond relatively early into his tenure, his 
involvement in Moldavian–Wallachian affairs is hard to reconstruct, as he spent 
most of his grand vizierate leading imperial troops against the Safavids. However, 
in February 1637, a failure to relieve the fortress of Revan and a mutiny among 
Janissary corps led to his dismissal and return to Istanbul. Soon after his arrival 
in the capital, Mehmed Pasha was appointed to a provincial post as the beylerbey 
of Özü, which allowed him to intervene directly in the affairs in the Danubian 
principalities and the Black Sea coast.

Despite his demotion, Mehmed Pasha did not fall out of favour with Murad 
IV. His new appointment came with an important task of pacifying the steppe 
fringes of the empire. A long-simmering conflict between the Giray khans and 
Tatar aristocrat Kantemir Mirza, who had secured a near-independent position 
in the Bucak came to a head when Inayet Giray moved his troops against the 
recalcitrant chieftain.22 Ottoman authorities decided to utilize the opportunity to 
remove both powerholders, replacing Khan Inayet Giray and executing Kantemir. 
As the new governor, Tabanıyassı Mehmed Pasha was appointed to lead a mop-
up operation. Leaving the imperial capital in August 1637, Mehmed Pasha was 
in good spirits, and according to the Venetian bailo ‘he was undisturbed by the 
past demotion, as he could double all that he had lost’.23 Subsequent events show 
that he planned to accomplish this in collusion with Vasile Lupu. According to 
Miron Costin, Tabanıyassı Mehmed Pasha even requested the appointment to 
the eyalet himself, hoping to assist his Moldavian client.24

Both Moldavian and Wallachian voivodes were summoned to bring their 
troops to the beylerbey’s camp and assist in the operations against the Tatars. 
Vasile Lupu swiftly dispatched his soldiers, accompanied by his son, Ion, and the 
Catargis. Matei Basarab, in turn, suspected that the governor had ulterior motives 
and the order was a ruse to lure him into the military camp, where he would be 
executed and replaced with Lupu’s son, a plan confirmed by Ottoman sources.25 
Thus, he refused to comply and amassed his troops to confront the looming 
invasion. However, Mehmed Pasha, unwilling to risk a military encounter and 
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potential complications, postponed his plans once again, focusing on Tatar 
affairs instead, much to Lupu’s dismay.26

The events of the abortive 1637 campaign and Ruznameci Ibrahim Efendi’s 
death reshuffled the political alliances in the region and at the Porte. On the one 
hand, the events consolidated the bond between Vasile Lupu and Tabanıyassı 
Mehmed Pasha, who from thereon took a more active role in promoting his 
client’s dynastic ambitions. At the same time, the death of Ibrahim Efendi 
deprived Matei Basarab of his main Ottoman protector, leaving him vulnerable 
and forcing him to seek a new patron among the imperial officialdom. Thus, he 
immediately dispatched a mission to approach grandees willing to offer their 
support. According to Alvise Contarini, ‘Silahdar [Mustafa Pasha] offered to 
replace the late Ruznameci in looking after the prince and the province’.27 This 
corresponded with the Mustafa Pasha’s wider strategy to consolidate his power 
as Murad IV’s musahib.28

Thus, by late 1637, the factional lines increasingly hardened, setting the 
stage for an open confrontation. In his attempts to oust Matei Basarab, Vasile 
Lupu was supported by Tabanıyassı Mehmed Pasha, Chief Black Eunuch Idris 
Agha, as well as Janissary agha and future grand vizier Kemankeş Kara Mustafa 
Pasha. Against this influential coalition, the Wallachian ruler could count on 
Zülfikar Agha and Silahdar Mustafa Pasha, as well as the latter’s political allies, 
including Nasuhpaşazade Hüseyin Pasha, Derviş Mehmed Pasha and the 
governor of Damascus Osman Pasha, among others.29 This factional build-up 
eliminated the middle ground and limited other pretenders’ chances to secure 
an appointment. Leon Tomşa, who tried to secure support at the Porte, suffered 
torture and humiliation, paraded through the streets of Istanbul seated backward 
on a donkey and with canine intestines hung around his neck.30 Scared by this 
punishment, other potential claimants laid low, waiting for a more opportune 
moment.

Despite a lull in the conflict caused by Murad IV’s Baghdad campaign, the 
factional build-up continued. In the summer of 1639, the issue of marriage 
between Vasile Lupu and Caterina, the sister-in-law of Khan Bahadur Giray, 
discussed in Chapter 2, triggered yet another confrontation between the two 
blocs. While Silahdar Mustafa Pasha and his supporters were unable to prevent 
the marriage from taking place, the controversy showed the determination of 
both camps to gain the upper hand in the Danubian principalities and served as 
a harbinger of the showdown later that year.

On 2 November 1639, Kaymakam Tabanıyassı Mehmed Pasha dispatched 
a set of orders to the voivodes and governors of adjacent provinces.31 In  
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them, he declared the dismissal of Matei Basarab and ordered him to step down 
without resistance. He was to be replaced by Vasile Lupu, while his son, Ion, 
was to receive the Moldavian throne. Given Ion Lupu’s youth and frail health, 
this arrangement would mean Vasile Lupu’s effective rule in both principalities; 
Lupu adopted the title of ‘the voivode of Moldavia and Wallachia’ and intended 
to retain power in Moldavia as well.32 Moreover, Mehmed Pasha instructed 
the governor of Özü and Khan Bahadur Giray to provide troops necessary to 
effectuate the change. At the same time, Vasile Lupu dispatched his Albanian 
client, Gheorghe Ghica, as a capuchehaia in Istanbul, undoubtedly to coordinate 
the effort.33

The attempt to remove Matei Basarab had been in the making for some time 
in utmost secrecy, catching the Venetian bailo by surprise.34 However, Silahdar 
Mustafa Pasha and his faction were ready to counteract. The same mission sent 
to deliver to Wallachian voivode news of his dismissal included a certain Tatar 
Süleyman, a member of the grandee’s household. In a secret conversation with 
Matei, Süleyman urged the deposed ruler to prepare for military resistance, 
assuring him of Mustafa Pasha’s continued backing and suggesting to address a 
petition to the sultan.35

This declaration of support emboldened Matei, who refused to vacate the 
throne and immediately mobilized the troops to oppose the Moldavian army. 
At the same time, he and his boyars dispatched a petition (arz) to sway the 
opinion of the sultan.36 The petition betrays an intimate knowledge of Ottoman 
rhetoric and political culture. Rather than challenging the decision itself, Matei 
and his supporters fashioned the Wallachian voivode as a loyal servant of the 
Porte, juxtaposing him to Vasile Lupu, whose actions brought oppression upon 
the sultan’s subjects.37 This was a clever political strategy since it struck at the 
heart of Ottoman legitimacy, namely the role of the sultan as the upholder of 
justice and protector of re’aya against oppression. Tellingly, the petition was sent 
to Silahdar Mustafa Pasha so as not to be intercepted by Lupu’s Ottoman allies.

Simultaneously with the political struggle at the Porte, military operations 
began in the Danubian principalities. In late November, Vasile Lupu entered 
Wallachia at the helm of Moldavian–Tatar army, slowly advancing towards 
Târgovişte. However, he proved a rather mediocre commander and in early 
December was surprised by Matei’s forces near the village of Ojogeni. The battle 
ended in the Wallachian’s decisive victory, and Vasile Lupu barely managed to flee 
the battlefield accompanied by five soldiers, seeking Ottoman protection in the 
town of İbrail (Brăila).38 Within a single day, the situation changed completely, 
making Vasile Lupu vulnerable and giving initiative to Matei Basarab and 
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Silahdar Mustafa Pasha, who were now able to retaliate against the Moldavian 
voivode and Tabanıyassı Mehmed Pasha.

Matei Basarab immediately dispatched another petition to Silahdar Mustafa 
Pasha, along with the news of the victory at Ojogeni. The petition reiterated 
accusations against Vasile Lupu and presented Matei’s actions as an attempt to 
protect Murad IV’s subjects.39 Once the news reached Istanbul, it sent shockwaves 
across the Ottoman political scene and sent the imperial officials into a frenzy.40 
If we are to believe the account by Miron Costin, the moment of presenting the 
arz to the sultan, orchestrated by Mustafa Pasha and Wallachian agents, involved 
a significant element of political stagecraft:

The man [sent by Matei] with the letters, knew how to proceed and waited 
until the emperor went to the countryside to stroll and hunt. Then, he put his 
horse in a gallop in front of the emperor to attract his attention. Seeing him in 
haste, the emperor ordered to stop and summon the man, asking him where he 
came from. The man responded that he comes from Wallachia with letters to 
the emperor, to inform him about the great spillage of blood and destruction 
Voivode Vasile brought upon the country when he came with his army against 
voivode Matei. Immediately, the emperor demanded to see the letters and 
read the petition with complaints against Vasile, which mentioned that Vasile 
boasted that he received diplomas from the vizier to rule in both Moldavia and 
Wallachia.41

Interestingly, the arz does not mention Tabanıyassı Mehmed Pasha, focusing 
solely on Vasile Lupu’s actions in Moldavia. However, all sources agree that the 
unfortunate kaymakam became the main target of attack by Matei’s Ottoman 
allies. Silahdar Mustafa Pasha insisted that Mehmed Pasha had betrayed the 
sultan’s trust by claiming that the change on the throne would be unopposed and 
acting without the ruler’s consent.42 On the same day, he managed to secure the 
dismissal and imprisonment of his rival, who was swiftly executed in Yedikule 
and his possessions subject to confiscation. The post of kaymakam was now 
taken by Deli Hüseyin Pasha, one of Silahdar Mustafa’s allies.

Having dealt with Mehmed Pasha, the victorious faction moved to consolidate 
their gains. Matei Basarab was quickly confirmed as the voivode of Wallachia, 
and a new set of orders instructed authorities in İbrail to apprehend Vasile Lupu.43 
Forewarned about the impending arrest, Vasile Lupu managed to evade capture, 
fleeing in nothing but a nightgown and slippers.44 Once in his principality, he 
made a desperate appeal to Stanisław Koniecpolski, with whom he had been 
in hostile relations. The hetman briefed the king about the mission of Nicolae 
Catargi and Grigore Ureche ‘the gist of their mission was that, having lost any 
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hope in Turkish support, the voivode declares himself ready to enter under the 
protection of His Majesty, and forever renounces his claim to Wallachia’.45

While Lupu’s desperate measures seemed to indicate his imminent removal 
from power, the political situation changed once again. By March 1640, Wojciech 
Miaskowski, the Polish–Lithuanian ambassador who crossed Moldavia on his 
way to Istanbul, reported that Vasile Lupu managed to regain Ottoman favour 
and was openly hostile towards the diplomat, working in collusion with imperial 
officials.46 Given that mere two months earlier the Moldavian ruler had been 
ready to accept Polish–Lithuanian suzerainty, this recovery was startling. What 
changed during this short period? The answer brings to light inherent limitations 
posed by slow communication, biological accidents and even bad luck.

At the height of the conflict in December 1639, not all Vasile Lupu’s patrons 
were present in Istanbul. Among the absentees, the most important one was 
undoubtedly Grand Vizier Kemankeş Kara Mustafa Pasha. The grandee of 
Albanian origin and an ally of Tabanıyassı Mehmed Pasha had served as the 
agha of Janissaries prior to his promotion to the grand vizierate during the siege 
of Baghdad. Following the conquest of the city, he remained in the borderland to 
negotiate a peace treaty with the Safavids, which delayed his return to Istanbul. 
Thus, when the conflict reached its critical phase, Mustafa Pasha was two weeks 
away from the imperial capital, reaching the city only at the beginning of January 
the following year. The absence from the imperial centre prevented him from 
weighing in on the conflict at a critical juncture. This window of opportunity 
was enough for Silahdar Mustafa Pasha to execute Tabanıyassı Mehmed Pasha 
and order the arrest of Vasile Lupu. However, once in the capital, the grand vizier 
managed to shore up the position of the Moldavian ruler and check Silahdar 
Mustafa Pasha’s influence.47

His task was further facilitated by the death of Murad IV in February 1640. 
The sultan’s demise and the accession of his brother Ibrahim not only removed 
a strong personality at the centre of Ottoman politics, but also reduced the 
influence of Silahdar Mustafa Pasha, whose power had hinged on his intimate 
bond with the late sultan. Once the change on the throne took place, his political 
clout collapsed. Almost immediately Kara Mustafa Pasha moved to marginalize 
the former musahib, appointing him as the beylerbey of Temeşvar and later 
ordering his execution.48 These unexpected circumstances coalesced, resulting 
in the anti-climactic resolution of the conflict between Vasile Lupu and Matei 
Basarab. While the conflict had originated in the Danubian principalities, in 
the end, two Ottoman grandees – Tabanıyassı Mehmed Pasha and Silahdar 
Mustafa Pasha – were the only ones to take the fall. Vasile Lupu hoped to resume 
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his plans to oust his Wallachian nemesis in cooperation with the grand vizier, 
but Kara Mustafa Pasha exhibited a more hesitant approach, which annoyed 
the voivode.49 However, the hesitation shown by the grandee was not entirely 
unwarranted, since he increasingly lost ground within the Ottoman arena in 
favour of a new court faction associated with Sultan Ibrahim, eventually leading 
to the grand vizier’s execution in January 1644.50 It is no accident that starting 
from 1643, Vasile Lupu increasingly abandoned his hostile attitude towards 
Poland–Lithuania and Matei Basarab, with whom he reached a rapprochement 
the following year, meant to bring an end to the hostilities.51

The story of the factional conflict that engulfed Ottoman and Moldavian–
Wallachian political arenas in the late 1630s offers us three important 
observations. First, if seen from the perspective of either the Porte or the Danubian 
principalities, the events seem to make little sense. Geopolitical considerations 
are prominent in their absence and the there is little evidence to argue that, in 
choosing sides, Ottoman officials were concerned about the balance of power 
in the region. Nor does the allegedly ‘pro-Christian’ stance of Matei Basarab 
seem to play a role in mobilizing support for Vasile Lupu. Instead, what we see 
are two cross-border factions vying for power in the Danubian principalities 
and the Ottoman centre. While scholars explained away these preferences as 
a result of rampant corruption among imperial officialdom, the main concern 
was the competition between factions.52 Indeed, money changed hands, but the 
gist of the conflict laid elsewhere. Establishing factional control over Moldavia 
and Wallachia entered the calculus of power for Ottoman officials, and their 
competition drove the events throughout the conflict.

Secondly, while most seventeenth-century sources – both European and 
Ottoman – provide similar accounts of the unfolding conflict, one Ottoman 
chronicle constitutes an interesting departure in this respect. Hasan Vecihi, a 
bureaucrat of Crimean origin, who spent much of his career as a seal-bearer of 
Kemankeş Kara Mustafa Pasha and as such had intimate knowledge of the events, 
would seem like the most authoritative source of information on the matter. 
However, this is not the case. According to him, while Silahdar Mustafa Pasha 
cooperated with Matei Basarab in exchange for money he received from the 
voivode, Tabanıyassı’s motives were different. The kaymakam allegedly did not 
support Vasile Lupu at all. On the contrary, his goal was to remove both him and 
Matei, who had snubbed him by failing to show him appropriate respect during 
his tenure as the governor of Özü.53 Vecihi’s account is written from an obviously 
partisan perspective, a fact that did not escape the attention of later historians. 
Mustafa Naima, while citing Vecihi’s interpretation, ultimately discards it 
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in favour of the alternative version he deems more plausible.54 Nonetheless, 
the effort Vecihi took to erase any references to Tabanıyassı Mehmed Pasha’s 
cooperation with Vasile Lupu shows that, despite being relatively widespread, 
cross-border factionalism remained an embarrassing secret.

Finally, the rapid shifts in power in December 1639 and January 1640 remind 
us of considerable risks and vulnerability of early modern politics to factors 
beyond the control of their participants. Many things could go wrong, and many 
did. In the span of three months, the balance of power shifted back and forth, 
bringing each faction on the verge of victory and the brink of absolute defeat. 
While the first reversal can be blamed on Vasile Lupu’s military ineptitude, it was 
the unexpected death of Murad IV and the arrival of Kemankeş Kara Mustafa 
Pasha that denied Silahdar Mustafa Pasha a decisive victory and brought about 
his sudden downfall. This serves a reminder that no amount of meticulous 
preparation could remove the inherent risks of factional conflict.

A faction breaks apart

At no point in the seventeenth century did Polish–Lithuanian elites come as 
close to establishing their hegemony in the Danubian principalities as during 
the reign of the Movilă dynasty between 1595 and 1611. Following a military 
intervention in autumn 1595 and Ieremia Movilă’s accession, the new voivode 
accepted King Sigismund III as his suzerain, acquired landed estates in the 
Crown, and relied heavily on Polish assistance to retain the throne and pass 
it to his descendants. However, his main bond with the Commonwealth was 
factional rather than institutional. Movilă’s rise to power was orchestrated by 
his Polish–Lithuanian patron, Jan Zamoyski, and the relationship between 
the two continued to form the core of Polish–Moldavian nexus.55 While, as I 
will show in the following chapter, their cooperation went through a period of 
crisis, it nonetheless provided a measure of political stability in Moldavia and 
constituted a lynchpin of Polish–Lithuanian influence in the principality. Once 
both Jan Zamoyski and Ieremia Movilă passed away in 1605–06, the struggle 
to replace them at the apex of their faction tore the patronage network apart, 
triggering a succession conflict that divided the political edifice into two 
competing segments and allowing Ottoman grandees to reassert their control of 
the principality within five years.

Succession was always a difficult moment in factional politics, further 
aggravated by the fact that neither Zamoyski nor Movilă left a strong candidate 
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to take over the mantle. By the time of his death on 3 June 1605, the chancellor’s 
only son, Tomasz, was only eleven years old, and therefore unable to assert 
control of the factional affairs. In order to secure the political and economic 
foundations of his family’s power, in his will Zamoyski established a joint custody 
over his offspring, appointing his five closest associates to act as legal guardians: 
the bishop of Kulm Jerzy Zamoyski, Crown Field Hetman Stanisław Żółkiewski, 
Palatines of Cracow and Lublin, Mikołaj Zebrzydowski and Marek Sobieski, 
as well as Mikołaj Uhrowiecki.56 Although the system was meant to provide 
stability until Tomasz reached adulthood, cracks began to appear soon. Marek 
Sobieski passed away in November the same year, while Uhrowiecki quickly 
found himself marginalized by his more powerful colleagues. The dwindling 
number of guardians produced further divisions, as the rift between Żółkiewski 
and Zebrzydowski began to grow. Both had been among Jan Zamoyski’s most 
trusted and influential lieutenants and hoped to replace him at the helm of his 
political edifice. Whereas Zebrzydowski engaged in a total opposition against 
King Sigismund III and pushed for open confrontation, eventually plunging the 
Commonwealth into a civil war (1606–08), Żółkiewski sided with the monarch, 
although his conciliatory stance drew criticism from both sides.57 By 1608, 
Zamoyski’s faction in its original form was no more.58

Zamoyski’s death and the ensuing competition between his associates sent 
ripples across the southeastern provinces of the Crown. While most of the local 
nobility stayed aloof from the events of the civil war, the late chancellor’s extensive 
landholdings and factional structures in the region caused a major reshuffling 
of the local political scene. Although Stanisław Żółkiewski, with his control 
of the army and influence in the local dietines, seemed like a natural political 
heir, his position was by no means uncontested, as other magnates, such as the 
Potockis and Vyšnevec’kyjs moved to fill the power vacuum.59 These competing 
claims posed a serious challenge to Żółkiewski’s ambitions, particularly since his 
apparent lack of tact, arrogance and irascibility did him no favours.60

At the time when the conflict in Poland–Lithuania was reaching new heights, 
Ieremia Movilă’s death in June 1606 created similar problems in Moldavia, 
triggering a fierce competition between potential successors. At first glance, 
the late voivode’s eldest son, Constantin, seemed like the most natural choice. 
During his reign, Ieremia Movilă put considerable effort to transform his 
personal rule into a hereditary one, obtaining a diploma from Sigismund III in 
this respect.61 The marital union between Constantin’s sister, Maria, and Stefan 
Potocki was another step in this direction, strengthening the family’s bond with 
Polish–Lithuanian elite after Zamoyski’s death. Nonetheless, the prospect of 
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Constantin succeeding his father encountered vehement opposition among the 
boyars. Its causes are not entirely clear, some scholars emphasizing that Ieremia’s 
son was in his teens and lacked necessarily political experience, while others 
suggesting a pro-Ottoman shift among the boyars.62 However, none of these 
explanations seems satisfactory. Later events showed that Constantin’s age was 
not the opposition’s main concern, and we find no indications of an anti-Polish 
backlash. In fact, many of Constantin’s opponents seem to have retained strong 
bonds with Poland–Lithuania and even fled the principality when Ştefan Tomşa 
II took power in 1611.

Instead, the focal point of the conflict seems to be a domestic one, specifically, 
the future position of Constantin’s mother, Elizabeta Lozonschi, and her kin. 
During her husband’s reign, Elizabeta became an influential and polarizing 
figure, using her position to further her clan’s interests.63 Benefitting from her 
protection, the Lozonschis aggressively accumulated political and economic 
resources, intimidating other boyars and forcibly seizing their estates.64 Given 
Constantin’s young age, Elizabeta was likely to step in as a de facto regent for her 
son, which would give the reviled Lozonschi clan even more power.

To prevent this, the boyars had to come up with an alternative candidate to the 
throne. They found him in Constantin’s paternal uncle, Simion Movilă. Simion 
had remained in the shadow of his older brother throughout his life. Ieremia 
promoted his sibling’s interests and managed to install him, with Zamoyski’s 
help, as the ruler of Wallachia in October 1600. However, Simion was unable 
to retain the throne, as his preference for Moldavian boyars and heavy-handed 
treatment of local lineages, culminating in the conflict with the influential 
Buzescu brothers, quickly alienated the Wallachian elite.65 Forced out of the 
principality, he made several attempts to return to power, none successful in the 
long term. From the boyars’ perspective, his lack of direct ties to the Lozonschis 
constituted a particularly important asset, and Simion was elected as Ieremia’s 
successor.66

Ottoman authorities quickly recognized the new voivode, but the election 
sparked protests of the Polish–Lithuanian court, opposing the election and 
Ottoman confirmation since they infringed the royal prerogative to appoint 
Moldavian rulers, as well as the hereditary rights of Ieremia’s offspring.67 
Ultimately, the king conceded and accepted the new voivode on the condition 
that this precedent would not violate the rights of Constantin, who would 
succeed Simion on the throne.68 While the king was anxious to uphold his 
prerogatives and prestige, the general preference for Ieremia Movilă’s branch 
was not only a matter of royal legalism. In July 1605, Sigismund III instructed 
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his ambassador to Istanbul to consult the members of the Potocki family to 
learn ‘from the Starosta of Kam’janec’ and his brothers whom they would like as 
the voivode’.69 There is no doubt that Stefan Potocki, soon to become Ieremia’s 
son-in-law, and his brothers supported the interest of Constantin over those of 
Simion. Thus, the king’s stance on Moldavian succession originated not only 
from his concern with royal prerogative but deferred to the interests of the 
magnate family.

Why Sigismund III did so is understandable in the light of Potockis’ political 
career in this period. Stefan Potocki and his brothers registered a meteoric rise 
to prominence during the last decades of the sixteenth century, owing primarily 
to their distinguished military careers and skilful political manoeuvring. 
While they initially attached themselves to the faction of Jan Zamoyski, they 
subsequently crossed over to the royal camp and adopted an increasingly hostile 
attitude towards their erstwhile patron.70 Soon, they became one of the pillars 
of the royal political camp and translated royal favour into their strong position 
in the Palatinate of Podolia.71 During the civil war of 1606–08, they provided 
unequivocal support for Sigismund III and actively participated in the military 
operations. It is therefore clear that they were in a position to take over the 
management of Moldavian affairs following Jan Zamoyski’s death and enjoyed 
royal favour in doing so. This, in effect, provided them and their Moldavian 
clients – Constantin and the Lozonschis – with a considerable edge over the 
boyar opposition.

The reign of Simion Movilă constituted but a short interlude in the escalating 
dynastic conflict. The voivode died suddenly in September 1607, and many 
suspected that he was poisoned by Elizabeta to pave the way to the throne 
for his thirteen-year-old son.72 The opposition did not die out but instead 
coalesced around the candidature of Simion’s eldest son, Mihăilaş, and his 
mother Marghita–Melania.73 Both candidates were of roughly the same age, 
further suggesting that Constantin’s youth was not the central issue. Fighting 
broke out between supporters of each branch, resulting in Mihăilaş’s victory and 
Constantin’s escape to Poland–Lithuania, where he appealed for help to Stefan 
Potocki and Myxajlo Vyšnevec’kyj.74 The king, for whom the Potockis provided 
much-needed support during the civil war, gave his permission to organize an 
expedition and provided 1,500 troops to install Constantin on the throne.75 In 
December 1607, the magnates entered Moldavia and ousted Mihăilaş, bringing 
the Lozonschi clan back to power.76 The ousted voivode tried to cobble up a 
Wallachian–Ottoman coalition to mount a counterattack, but his sudden 
sickness and death cut these plans short.77
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While this new round of dynastic conflict has been described as a clash 
between pro-Polish and pro-Ottoman tendencies within the Moldavian elite, 
there is little evidence to support this interpretation.78 While the details 
on the factions’ composition are murky, many boyars with strong ties to 
Poland–Lithuania threw their support in favour of Mihăilaş. For instance, 
Vasile Stroici, who commanded the voivode’s troops, was himself a Polish 
indigena married to a noblewoman from Podolia, and it seems implausible 
to consider him programmatically opposed to the principality’s continued 
association with the Commonwealth.79 Moreover, following the defeat and 
subsequent demise of Mihăilaş, Marghita and Simion Movilă’s remaining 
offspring sought refuge in Poland–Lithuania, under the protection of Field 
Crown Hetman Stanisław Żółkiewski. The latter assigned the exiles his 
estate in Džadyliv.80 Therefore, the gist of the conflict were not divergent 
geopolitical orientations, but rather a more personal competition between 
opposing factional camps.

By January 1608, the cross-border Potocki–Lozonschi faction established its 
hegemony in the principality. With Constantin Movilă on the throne, his mother 
took over the management of Moldavian affairs and continued to promote her 
clan’s interests. Potocki was also handsomely rewarded for his efforts in money 
and land. The voivode’s maternal uncle, Vasile Lozonschi, became a particularly 
reviled figure.81 According to the boyars, he roamed the countryside with an 
armed entourage and intimidated the local elite. In a complaint to Sigismund 
III, boyars claimed:

Spoiled by the support from his kin and bad upbringing, he committed all kinds 
of evil deeds, fearing neither God nor honest people. He has committed many 
rapes, murders, and seized villages from the poor folk. He has six hundred 
men under his command, who are the worst riff-raff, and he persecuted the 
poor folk by quartering them in houses of the poor people of the principality 
[…]. Many senior men reproached them for his misdeeds, but he paid them 
no heed, hurling further insults instead. Finally, when the Bishop of Roman 
chastised him, Lozonschi beat him up with up with a mace, knocking out his 
teeth.82

However, the position of Lozonschi–Potocki faction in Polish–Moldavian 
relations was by no means uncontested, as their opponents set up a rival 
patronage network, supporting the dynastic claims of Simion’s offspring. That 
the family of Mihăilaş found refuge at the court of Stanisław Żółkiewski was 
indicative of this process, and the hetman would become the focal point for 
Moldavian boyars trying to oust Lozonschis from power.
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Żółkiewski had many reasons to throw down the gauntlet, as he was locked in 
a fierce struggle against the Potocki family. The latter, profiting from the king’s 
trust, moved to curb the hetman’s influence at the dietines, the court and the 
army. With time, the hostility only escalated and eventually reached its boiling 
point during the Polish–Lithuanian intervention in Muscovy during the Time 
of Troubles (1609–11), when the Potockis openly challenged Żółkiewski’s 
command and undermined his political position.83 In this context, it comes as 
no surprise that the latter retaliated against his adversaries’ political interests in 
Moldavia. Thus, he increasingly threw his weight in favour of Simion Movilă’s 
offspring and boyar opposition against the Lozonschi clan (see Figure 4.1).

This parallel rivalry provided the background to a confusing episode in October 
1611. Since the year’s beginning, the position of Constantin Movilă began to 
deteriorate, and the Ottoman authorities increasingly sought to replace the voivode 
in favour of Ştefan Tomşa II. To counter the threat and secure Polish–Lithuanian 
help, two high-ranking boyars – Nestor Ureche and Costea Băcioc – were sent 
to alert the Sejm of the imminent Ottoman intervention and secure help of the 
Commonwealth. However, Stefan Potocki intercepted the embassy and removed 

Figure 4.1 The factional polarization of Polish–Moldavian patronage networks 
between 1606 and 1616. Circles represent actors hailing from the Polish–Lithuanian 
political arena, while squares represent those active in Moldavian arena. Solid lines 
indicate alliances (with arrows indicating the flow of patronage), whereas dashed 
lines represent conflicts between the actors.
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from their instructions several issues he deemed undesirable. Following their 
arrival at the court, Ureche and Băcioc tried to reconstruct the original contents 
of their instructions, allowing us to analyse what the magnate tried to suppress.

As I have mentioned, some excised fragments concerned Stefan Potocki’s 
economic interests and his seizure of land in the principality. However, most of 
censored content was political in nature, and the magnate’s interventions made 
little to no sense on the surface. Most importantly, Potocki took issue with the 
very scope of the mission – a plea to the king to provide Movilă with troops to 
oppose the looming Ottoman invasion:

A point that used to be here instructed us to request from His Majesty a powerful 
and mighty protector of Moldavia, and we were to demand an appointment of 
the Palatine of Kyiv [Stanisław Żółkiewski – M.W.]; the Starosta of Felin erased 
this point […] Having received our instruction, we were told to insist that 
His Majesty and the Commonwealth send troops on the border as quickly as 
possible, since the threat is imminent. The Starosta banned us from spreading 
such rumours and mentioning them to the king, claiming that they are false 
claims invented by boyars, who want to bring the Palatine of Kyiv [to power].84

Potocki’s act of censorship in this matter is particularly confusing and seemingly 
goes against the interests of his brother-in-law. Ottoman preparations to 
oust Constantin from Moldavia were underway, and his position had been 
deteriorating for a while. Less than two months later, the imperial army entered 
the principality and installed Ştefan Tomşa II. Thus, it would seem that Potocki’s 
actions were self-defeating and the magnate was in denial about the imminent 
danger to his interests.

However, his other interventions in the text suggest that Potocki continued 
to support the interests of Constantin Movilă and his familial clan. Apart from 
official instructions, the envoys carried a set of letters from the boyars, which 
focused on the abuses suffered at the hands of the voivode’s kinsmen. At the 
centre of these complaints was the behaviour of Vasile Lozonschi and his violent 
crimes against other members of the elite. While Elizabeta initially expressed 
concerns about the accusations and ordered her brother to be detained, he was 
forewarned by other kin and managed to evade arrest. Thus, the boyars decided 
to ask the king to act and mete out justice. Elizabeta, fearing for her brother’s life, 
changed her mind and turned against Lozonschi’s accusers:

They decided to remove Ureche, Balică and Băcioc, either by poison, slander or 
violence. Lozonschi hired some Cossacks to kill the boyars, but they managed 
to intercept his letters. Moreover, the Lozonschis were afraid that Lord Palatine 
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[Żółkiewski] would arrive at the helm of his troops and punish Vasile. Thus, 
they approached the Starosta of Felin during the Sejm, pleading with him 
to prevent the appointment as [the protector of Moldavia]. Instead, they 
encouraged Potocki to assume this role himself. He agreed to these requests, 
even if during the princely council [in Moldavia] a decision was taken in favour 
of the Palatine of Kyiv. The Starosta thwarted these plans and falsely informed 
the king that no peril loomed over Moldavia, and all such news were invented 
by the boyars.85

Thus, by underplaying the Ottoman threat, Potocki acted in collusion with 
his Moldavian kin rather than against them. Instead of being concerned with 
Polish–Lithuanian influence in the principality, the Starosta and Lozonschis 
saw the rival boyar faction and the prospective assignment of Żółkiewski to 
Moldavia as greater threats to their interests than the Ottomans, going as far as 
to deny the plans of the Sublime Porte. Factional politics were thus a far greater 
concern than regional geopolitics.

Other details surrounding the mission are similarly puzzling. The crucial 
task of securing Polish–Lithuanian support was entrusted to Nestor Ureche and 
Costea Băcioc, two boyars that the Lozonschis tried to kill. Both, along with Isac 
Balică, were among the wealthiest members of the Moldavian elite and crucial 
figures within the Movilăs’ familial–political system.86 At the same time, the 
proposal to request Stanisław Żółkiewski’s appointment had been agreed upon 
at Constantin Movilă’s princely council, despite subsequent attempts by the 
voivode and his kin to prevent it from happening. Thus, rather than a unified 
front on the eve of Ottoman invasion, the Moldavian elite sent contradictory 
messages that ultimately cost Movilă his throne.

The insistence of boyars to appoint the hetman as the ‘protector of Moldavia’ 
and the Lozonschis’ vehement, albeit clandestine, opposition show that the 
dispute was not limited to Moldavian politics. The relative stability of Constantin 
Movilă’s reign had allowed the Lozonschis, in cahoots with Stefan Potocki, to 
establish their hegemony and suppress boyar dissent. However, by 1611 their 
grip on power weakened and Constantin could no longer afford to alienate the 
opposition. Thus, the original contents of the instructions should be read as a 
lip service paid to boyar demands, who saw the appointment of Żółkiewski, the 
redress of abuses and the appointment of Ureche and Băcioc as a way to break 
the stranglehold of Lozonschi–Potocki faction. However, the voivode and his 
clan, although forced declare their support for the demands, were unwilling to 
relinquish their positions and tried to prevent the grievances from reaching the 
king, enlisting the help of Stefan Potocki.
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While the documents leave out Żółkiewski’s direct involvement with the 
opposition, the hetman seems to have cooperated with the boyars behind the 
scenes. He undoubtedly had a political interest in gaining control over Moldavian 
affairs and reducing the political clout of his sworn enemy. The most important 
piece of information regarding his role in the conflict is the participation of 
Hieronim Otwinowski, a distinguished diplomat with considerable expertise 
in Ottoman affairs. Along with his service to the Commonwealth, he was also 
Żółkiewski’s client, deeply involved in the hetman’s political designs for Moldavia. 
According to the boyars, it was Otwinowski who informed Żółkiewski of their 
arrest and the seizure of letters, who in turn passed the news to the king.87

The whole dispute over instructions became moot less than two months 
later when Constantin Movilă was forced to flee the principality to his exile 
in Poland–Lithuania. Despite this setback, the conflict did not abate in the 
following years but escalated further. While Polish scholarship generally depicts 
Żółkiewski as a selfless statesman in contrast to his adventurist adversaries, this 
does not seem to be the case.88 The evidence suggests that he was not against 
restoring the Movilăs to power by force of arms; instead, his main concern was 
to promote his own client to the throne and prevent Constantin Movilă’s in-laws 
from succeeding in their plans.

This attitude materialized the following year when Stefan Potocki undertook 
the first attempt to oust Ştefan Tomşa and restore his brother-in-law to power. 
Much to Żółkiewski’s chagrin, who preferred to see his own candidate, Gavril, 
Potocki secured Sigismund III’s tacit support and participation of royal troops 
in the planned invasion. In his capacity as the hetman, Żółkiewski found himself 
forced to participate in the preparations, but clashed repeatedly with the magnate 
and continued to criticize him in the letters to his allies.89 The campaign ended 
in a crushing defeat at the battle of Cornul lui Sas (July 1612): Constantin Movilă 
perished trying to flee the battlefield, while Potocki was taken captive and 
transported to Istanbul.90 Following the battle, Żółkiewski refused to provide 
any assistance to defeated troops, and instead opted to conclude a treaty with 
victorious Tomşa. While his behaviour has been interpreted in terms of the 
hetman’s unwillingness to risk a conflict with the Porte, it seems that Żółkiewski 
actually welcomed Potocki’s defeat. His supporters at the first Sejm of 1613 
opposed any proposals to ransom the captive magnate, and Żółkiewski himself 
and his Moldavian allies tried to promote the hetman’s protégé, Gavril Movilă, 
as the new voivode of Moldavia.91

The final showdown between the two factions took place in 1615. In summer, 
a large-scale boyar revolt broke out in Moldavia, with the rebels seeking to 
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oust the incumbent Ştefan Tomşa. The outbreak was quickly suppressed, but 
it put onto display the voivode’s widespread unpopularity among the elite and 
rekindled the hopes of Elizabeta Movilă to regain the throne for her offspring. 
She enlisted the help of Princes Myxajlo Vyšnevec’kyj and Samijlo Korec’kyj, 
who mobilized an army of around 12,000 people, and in November 1615 led 
their men into the principality and installed Alexandru Movilă, Ieremia’s second 
son, as the new ruler.92 However, the reception they received from the boyars 
was lukewarm at best, as many would rather see Gavril Movilă as their new 
voivode.93 Although Vyšnevec’kyj died two months into the campaign, allegedly 
killed by an Orthodox priest who gave him a poisoned communion bread, 
Korec’kyj managed to hold out until August before being forced to surrender to 
Ottoman troops.

The campaign was not sanctioned by the king, but the princes’ initial success 
won them considerable support among the nobility. Żółkiewski in turn, from the 
outset adopted a hostile attitude, denying them any military support and even 
preventing private reinforcements to cross over to Moldavia.94 At the same time, 
he tried to sway the public opinion against the venture, depicting the campaign 
as a result of Elizabeta’s scheming and even as divine punishment:

I hoped that we could enjoy some peace, but as God’s punishment for our sins 
a new conflagration has broken out because of Elizabeta, late Ieremia’s widow, 
and others, who assist her in her plans. Upon hearing about a revolt in Moldavia, 
she began to conspire to put her son, named Alexandru, a child of ten or eleven 
years, on the throne, and she recruited, along with her friends, a great number 
of men of the worst riff-raff.95

Żółkiewski’s allies followed suit. Jan Daniłowicz, the palatine of Ruthenia, issued 
a number of circular letters to the local nobility presenting the soldiers fighting 
in Moldavia as good-for-nothings and emphasizing the destruction they caused 
in the Commonwealth.96 At the same time, the hetman himself insisted that 
supporting Alexandru Movilă would lead to the annexation of the principality 
by the Ottomans.97 However, this propagandistic effort failed to convince 
everyone, and the dietine of Halyč, bordering with Moldavia, cautiously praised 
the princes’ military exploits.98 Similarly, at the Sejm of 1616, many deputies 
lambasted the hetman for his unwillingness to support Korec’kyj’s troops.

Apart from trying to derail the princes’ campaign, Żółkiewski had his own 
designs regarding Moldavia, mobilizing his clients to secure the throne for Gavril 
Movilă. Rumours circulated that the hetman was preparing his own military 
expedition to install his protégé.99 The pretender and his mother Marghita were 
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sent to Istanbul along with Hieronim Otwinowski. Although the latter’s mission 
was to prevent further Ottoman involvement, Korec’kyj’s agents explicitly called 
him ‘the Hetman’s creature and a schemer on behalf of Marghita’.100 While most 
scholars interpreted Żółkiewski’s actions as driven by state interests, this was 
not how contemporaries saw them.101 Many considered that, by withholding 
any assistance to Korec’kyj, the magnate’s main goal was to sabotage Alexandru 
Movilă and clear the way for Gavril:

[Korec’kyj’s actions] were inconvenient for the Hetman for two personal reasons, 
although they were good and very beneficial for our Commonwealth; if only the 
king offered his support and made an effort at the Porte, the Turkish emperor 
would have agreed for Movilă’s offspring to ascend the Moldavian throne […] 
Two following motives led the Hetman to undermine the princes. First, he was 
concerned about their good fortune; second, he has always been concerned 
about the profits he drew from Moldavia and hoped to secure even more when, 
after having caused the princes’ defeat, he would install Gavril, whom he kept 
at his court.102

Żółkiewski and Daniłowicz tried to justify their actions, claiming that they 
could not act without permission of the king and the Sejm.103 However, they 
largely failed to convince their opponents, especially when Żółkiewski publicly 
reiterated his support for Gavril’s candidacy, thus indirectly confirming the 
accusations.104

Despite mounting criticism, the hetman continued to support his client and 
his diplomatic effort seemed to succeed. The Dutch ambassador in Istanbul 
took notice of Gavril’s arrival to the imperial capital and expected his upcoming 
appointment to the throne.105 However, the appointment did not take place, 
and it was only in 1618 when the pretender managed to become the voivode of 
Wallachia for an ephemeral reign of less than two years. From the principality, 
Gavril dispatched a letter, thanking his long-time patron for his support, but 
this did not change the fact that Żółkiewski’s decade-long struggle for Moldavia 
failed to produce results the magnate hoped for.106

While he managed to derail the plans of his opponents and even promote 
Gavril to the position of power, Żółkiewski’s partial victory came at a considerable 
cost. After a daring escape from Yedikule and swashbuckling adventures on the 
way back to the Commonwealth Korec’kyj became a popular hero for many 
nobles107; in turn, the hetman was widely blamed for the failure of 1615–16 
campaign, which continued to plague him until his death in 1620. His authority 
among the magnates and in the army collapsed, as his command was constantly 
challenged by his subordinates. In 1618, a campaign against Tatar raiders ended 
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in an embarrassing defeat, when commanders refused to follow Żółkiewski’s 
orders and join his camp. This debacle drew a new wave of criticism against the 
octogenarian magnate accused of incompetence and senility.108

In a way, the conflict between Żółkiewski and Korec’kyj eventually led to 
the death of both, when the Crown army – this time in an official capacity – 
intervened in Moldavia in 1620. As scholars argue, the campaign, conceived as a 
pre-emptive strike against the Ottomans, was planned by Żółkiewski to restore 
the authority and prestige he had lost in 1616.109 However, the campaign was 
plagued by constant squabbles and poor discipline, which led to a defeat in the 
battle of Țuțora, and the annihilation of the Polish army during its retreat north. 
Żółkiewski perished on the battlefield, while his second-in-command Stanisław 
Koniecpolski and Samijlo Korec’kyj fell into Ottoman hands. Koniecpolski 
eventually returned to Poland–Lithuania in 1623, but Korec’kyj did not survive 
his second imprisonment at Yedikule, strangled on the grand vizier’s orders.

In her analysis of the 1615–16 campaign, Ilona Czamańska challenged the 
line of thought that saw the magnates’ intervention as irresponsible adventurism, 
bringing attention to the rivalry between the Movilăs as a driving force behind 
the factional conflict.110 However, the dynastic conflict was merely a piece of a 
larger puzzle that spanned Polish–Lithuanian and Moldavian political arenas. 
The deaths of Jan Zamoyski and Ieremia Movilă in 1605–06 created a political 
vacuum at the core of their cross-border network and triggered a prolonged 
competition for their political legacy. This rivalry eventually caused the faction 
to break up into distinct segments vying for power and resources in both 
Poland–Lithuania and Moldavia. However, instead of fragmenting along the 
boundaries of arenas, this decomposition ran across them. From the ashes of 
the Zamoyski–Movilă faction rose two cross-border patronage networks pitted 
against one another, supporting different members of the Movilă dynasty.

The rivalry between the Potocki–Lozonschi faction and their opponents 
eventually led to the collapse of Polish–Lithuanian influence in Moldavia 
but had little to do with geopolitical concerns. There seems to have been no 
ideological difference between either of the factions, and there is no evidence 
that backers of Simion and Mihăilaş were in any way more pro-Ottoman than 
members of the Lozonschi clan. Żółkiewski did not hesitate to conduct his own 
negotiations with the Porte, while at the same time trying to derail his political 
rivals’ military campaign. Eventually, these events produced major geopolitical 
consequences and allowed the Porte to reassert its control over the principality, 
but these considerations played only a small role in the actions of those involved, 
taking a back seat to factional tug-of-war.
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Köprülüs and Cantacuzinos

By the time of Köprülü Mehmed Pasha’s appointment to the grand vizierate in 
September 1656, the Ottoman fortunes seemed to reach their nadir. The war 
against Venice for the island of Crete, begun in 1645, did not go as planned, 
and the loss of Bozcaada to the Serenissima constituted not only a strategic 
setback but also a profound embarrassment. The situation in the imperial 
capital was similarly grim: religious and political unrest engulfed Istanbul, 
while the Ottoman establishment itself was torn apart by the factional struggle 
that reached new heights, with grand viziers nominated and dismissed in 
quick succession. In effect, reinvigorating the institution increasingly became 
the proposed solution and a way out of the crisis.111 This trend materialized in 
the appointment of the vigorous octogenarian Köprülü Mehmed Pasha and a 
strong mandate he received from Sultan Mehmed IV and his mother Hatice 
Turhan to restore order and suppress the opposition. In the following years, the 
grand vizier successfully cracked down on the opposition, broke the Venetian 
stranglehold on the Dardanelles and brought provincial powerholders back in 
line.112 Mehmed Pasha’s accomplishments allowed his son, Köprülüzade Fazıl 
Ahmed Pasha to succeed his father at the apex of Ottoman hierarchy and 
provided him with unprecedented security at the office, which he held until his 
death in 1676.

The ‘Köprülü Restoration’ (1656–83) was often depicted in historiography 
as a last-ditch effort to restore the Ottoman glory days of Süleyman’s reign. 
However, these similarities were largely superficial. There was no return to the 
patrimonial and autocratic sultanate of the early sixteenth century. Unable to 
stabilize the political scene, the sultanic household effectively empowered one 
of the grandee kapıs, allowing it to take over the administrative apparatus and 
govern on the dynasty’s behalf.113 While the reign of Mehmed IV also saw the 
revival of the sultan’s image as a mobile and active ghazi, aimed at restoring the 
prestige of the sultanate, it did not translate into the sphere of actual decision-
making, controlled by the Köprülüs.114 Thus, rather than a restoration of 
‘classical’ institutions, the second half of the seventeenth century saw a negotiated 
surrender of the Ottoman ruler to the imperial grandees.

Upon taking over the reins of power in 1661, Köprülüzade Ahmed Pasha 
inherited a faction firmly entrenched at the apex of the political arena. His 
closest associate and brother-in-law, Merzifonlu Kara Mustafa Pasha became the 
grand admiral, while other members of the faction took over posts across the 
empire. Mehmed Pasha’s purge of administration and the repressions following 
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the Abaza Hasan Pasha revolt of 1658 crippled the opposition and decimated the 
ranks of potential challengers. This factional takeover extended to the Danubian 
principalities where, as I have shown in Chapter 2, Köprülü Mehmed Pasha 
appointed his fellow Albanians from the Ghica and Lupu families. Thus, one 
would expect that this hegemony would put an end to factional infighting that 
marred the Ottoman Empire in the precedent decade. In effect, the succession of 
three grand viziers – Köprülü Mehmed Pasha, Ahmed Pasha and Merzifonlu Kara 
Mustafa Pasha – has usually been depicted as harmonious and unproblematic.115 
However, when we look at this long period of factional dominance from the 
perspective of the Danubian principalities, we can see that cooperation within 
the household was not as smooth as one would expect. While the Köprülüs and 
their Moldavian–Wallachian clients successfully marginalized other groups, the 
internal rivalry between cliques created tensions within the faction. Although 
these conflicts never led to full-scale breakup of the network, they still had an 
impact on the political developments of the period.

The first cracks within the cross-border patronage system began to appear 
as early as the grand vizierate of Köprülü Mehmed Pasha. While the grandee 
managed to install his Albanian clients on both thrones, he failed to satisfy all 
expectations. In late 1659, Moldavian ruler Gheorghe Ghica was transferred to 
Wallachia to make room for Vasile Lupu’s son, Ştefaniță. According to Dimitrios 
Ramadanis, the voivode was reluctant to accept the change and conceded only 
at the behest of other members of the faction.116 This new reshuffling did not 
account for the ambitions of Gheorghe’s son, Grigore. Already in his thirties, the 
beyzade grew impatient and tried to secure the throne for himself. However, by 
late 1659 there was little room left for manoeuvre, as both thrones were already 
filled by the grand vizier’s clients. Thus, to secure the coveted appointment, 
Grigore had no choice but to unseat one of the incumbents.

Ghica’s ambitions disconcerted other members of the faction. By early 1660, 
Vasile Lupu, who represented the interests of his son in Istanbul, suspected 
Grigore of trying to replace Ştefaniță in Moldavia.117 Grigore vehemently denied 
the allegations and the conflict fizzled out soon. In turn, the ambitious beyzade 
shifted his attention, aiming to replace his father as the voivode of Wallachia. 
As I have mentioned earlier, to accomplish that, he enlisted support of Postelnic 
Constantin Cantacuzino and Grand Dragoman Panagiotis Nikoussios. Albeit 
Köprülü Mehmed Pasha had doubts concerning the voivode’s removal, this 
new coalition proved sufficient to effectuate the change. In September 1660 
Gheorghe was detained and transported to Istanbul, while his son took over as 
the new ruler in Bucharest.118 However, the period of former voivode’s disgrace 
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was relatively brief, and he lived out his days in Istanbul, acting as Grigore’s 
capuchehaia. Thus, Grigore’s political ambitions created tensions within the 
network but ultimately failed to produce a lasting rupture.

He was not the only member of the faction to pursue his own political 
ambitions. Gheorghe Ghica’s dismissal also marked the first foray by Kara 
Mustafa Pasha into Moldavian–Wallachian affairs. A son of Anatolian sipahi 
from the vicinity of Köprü, Mustafa Pasha grew up in Köprülü Mehmed Pasha’s 
household and became the family’s most important client, eventually succeeding 
Ahmed Pasha as the grand vizier. In his capacity as the beylerbey of Özü he 
arrived in Bucharest to install Gheorghe Ghica, but his sojourn in the city 
produced a lasting political bond. As I have mentioned, Şerban Cantacuzino 
offered him a fine horse, a gift that the grandee clearly appreciated.119

The patron–client relationship between Kara Mustafa Pasha and the boyar 
family was thus established, and their actions frequently put them at odds 
with other members of the faction. In contrast to his friendly attitude towards 
Cantacuzinos, Mustafa Pasha seemed to have clashed with other clients of the 
family. In March 1661, the grandee raided the Moldavian town of Galați and 
imprisoned three members of Ştefaniță Lupu’s council. The boyars were released 
only after the direct intervention of Köprülü Mehmed Pasha.120 While we are 
unable to determine the cause of the conflict, in the following years a pattern of 
Mustafa Pasha’s disruptive behaviour exacerbated tensions within the faction.

The same year saw a series of changes in the faction, as the ‘old guard’ 
gradually passed away. This shift – which I have discussed in Chapter 2 – 
marked a restructuring of the networks and it was clear that the new generation 
took over.121 Köprülüzade Ahmed Pasha succeeded his father as the grand vizier, 
and Kara Mustafa Pasha was promoted to the post of grand admiral. At the same 
time, Grand Dragoman Panagiotis Nikoussios assumed the crucial role of a 
broker between the imperial and Moldavian–Wallachian political arenas.122 The 
transition was smooth, but it also carried the risk of conflict in the future between 
the household head and his second-in-command. When he was taking over the 
reins of power, Ahmed Pasha was only twenty-seven years old and it seemed 
likely that he would remain at the helm of the household and administration for 
decades. For ambitious Kara Mustafa Pasha, who was of almost the same age, 
this reduced his chances of ascending to the grand vizierate, which he coveted. 
Moreover, time worked against him, increasing the likelihood of Ahmed Pasha 
being succeeded by his younger sibling. Although loyal to the household, Kara 
Mustafa Pasha clearly tried to position himself as the heir apparent and establish 
his power base by promoting clients to administrative postings.123
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Köprülü Ahmed Pasha’s involvement in the war against Venice and the active 
lifestyle of Sultan Mehmed IV provided Mustafa Pasha with an opportunity 
to extend his reach. To remedy the difficulties created by the mobility of the 
sultanic court and Ahmed Pasha’s presence at the front, top administrative 
offices underwent reorganization. Apart from Istanbul-based kaymakam, the 
Deputy of the Imperial Stirrup (rikab-ı hümayun kaymakamı) was to accompany 
the sultan during his hunting trips and acting as the liaison with the imperial 
administration. The office, held by Kara Mustafa Pasha, took precedence 
over its counterpart in the capital and allowed him to exercise considerable 
political influence.124 The grandee was eager to benefit from his position, which 
increasingly led to breakdowns of communication and clashes with Köprülüzade 
Ahmed Pasha.125

The pattern of Kara Mustafa Pasha acting on his own and clashing with other 
members of the faction became particularly acute in the case of the Danubian 
principalities. This was prompted by the collapse of an alliance between Grigore 
Ghica and the Cantacuzinos in Wallachia. The voivode, who enjoyed the 
support of the grand vizier and Nikoussios, increasingly resented the influence 
of the boyar family and sided with their enemies among the Wallachian elite.126 
The matters came to a head when Ghica’s allies imprisoned Postelnic Constantin 
Cantacuzino in the monastery of Snagov and killed him on 30 December 
1663.127 A full-scale campaign of repressions against his kin ensued, and the 
family had to seek refuge in the Ottoman Empire. Şerban Cantacuzino, who 
took over the leadership of the faction, stayed at the palace of Kara Mustafa 
Pasha, demonstrating that the kaymakam decided to support the family against 
the voivode.128

The conflict with Cantacuzinos and the support the latter enjoyed at the 
Porte clearly weakened Grigore Ghica’s position and made him more inclined 
to seek rapprochement with the Habsburgs during the 1663–4 war.129 During 
the campaign of 1664, the Wallachian and Moldavian forces were put under the 
command of the beylerbey of Buda, Hüseyin Pasha, who undertook the siege of 
Lewenz (modern Levice in Slovakia). However, during the fight the Wallachian 
troops retreated from the battlefield, contributing to the Ottoman defeat.130 
Blamed for the military setback and accused of conspiring with the Habsburg 
generals, Ghica failed to meet with the grand vizier and fled through Hungary 
to Vienna and subsequently to Venice.131 Nonetheless, the Porte’s response to 
this defection was surprisingly lenient. Panagiotis Nikoussios continued to 
support the voivode, while Ahmed Pasha himself issued explicit orders that 
Gheorghe Ghica was not to be harmed for his son’s actions.132 Moldavian ruler 



Friends and Enemies 145

Istratie Dabija, whose troops had also abandoned Ottomans during the battle of 
Lewenz, received the grand vizier’s pardon and retained the throne.133 Ghica’s 
flight seemed to mark yet another clash between Ahmed Pasha and Kara 
Mustafa. Whereas anti-Cantacuzino boyars hoped to secure the nomination for 
their candidate Dumitraşco Buzăianul, the kaymakam swiftly appointed Radu 
Leon, more sympathetic to the Cantacuzinos.134 The decision was not consulted 
with Ahmed Pasha, drawing the grand vizier’s ire.135

Mere two years later, the pattern repeated itself with regard to the Moldavian 
throne. In 1666, the incumbent voivode, Gheorghe Duca, sent a letter to the 
Crimean khan Mehmed Giray IV (1654–66), allegedly calling him padişah and 
implying his willingness to rebel against the Ottomans. As Moldavian sources 
inform us, he acted on behalf of the grand vizier, who doubted the khan’s 
loyalty and instructed Duca to verify his suspicions.136 However, the letters were 
intercepted by Ottoman authorities and sent to the sultan and Kara Mustafa 
Pasha. The latter, ‘being an enemy of Duca’ immediately replaced the voivode 
with Iliaş Alexandru (1666–8), while also ordering the execution of the deposed 
ruler. Only when Köprülü Ahmed Pasha stepped in and vouched for his client 
the execution order was rescinded.137 The following year, Kara Mustafa Pasha 
installed Antonie of Popeşti as the voivode of Wallachia, effectively handing over 
the control of the principality to his Cantacuzino clients.138

As Özgün Yoldaşlar rightly pointed out, the tripartite division of power 
between the grand vizier and his two deputies, necessitated by the peripatetic 
sultan’s hunting trips and the war against Venice put a strain on the decision-
making process and political communication between different centres of power. 
The grand vizier was repeatedly caught off guard by the decisions taken by Kara 
Mustafa Pasha, and bringing Mehmed IV along for the Kam’janec’ campaign in 
1672 likely aimed to hold the administration together.139 However, the recurrent 
pattern of disputes between Ahmed Pasha and his second-in-command over 
appointments in the Danubian principalities suggests that they were not only 
the result of misunderstandings. Kara Mustafa Pasha’s consistent support for the 
Cantacuzinos and his hostility towards Duca and Ghica – clients of the grand 
vizier and grand dragoman – suggests that the grandee tried to profit from their 
patrons’ absence to extend his patronage network. It is likely this intra-factional 
competition had fuelled rumours that the kaymakam was plotting against the 
grand vizier.140

Ahmed Pasha’s actions following his return from Crete confirm this 
hypothesis. The restriction of Kara Mustafa Pasha’s authority and a purge of 
his key clients were clearly meant as a warning to the ambitious grandee.141 At 
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the same time, Köprülü reversed the pro-Cantacuzino policy in the Danubian 
principalities. Encouraged by Nikoussios, he summoned Grigore Ghica from 
Venice.142 When in 1672 the Cantacuzinos tried to secure the appointment of 
their partisan Gheorghe Drugănescu to succeed ineffectual Antonie of Popeşti, 
the grand vizier allegedly responded that ‘if you want a stronger ruler, I will 
give you one with an iron fist’ and nominated their sworn enemy, Ghica, as 
the new voivode.143 Repressions against the Cantacuzinos ensued. The boyars 
were thrown into prison in Edirne, with Şerban the only one to evade capture. 
However, despite Kara Mustafa Pasha’s efforts to rehabilitate his clients, Şerban 
and his closest associates were apprehended and temporarily exiled to Crete.144 
At the same time, Ahmed Pasha went to great lengths to back Grigore Ghica 
and Gheorghe Duca. In November 1673, when the defection of Wallachian 
troops contributed to a major Ottoman setback at Hotin, Ahmed Pasha readily 
accepted the voivode’s explanations shifting the blame to Sarı Hüseyin Pasha’s 
inept strategy and his rude treatment of Moldavian and Wallachian rulers.145

While by 1672 the fortunes of Kara Mustafa Pasha and the Cantacuzinos 
reached their all-time low, they were able to recoup their losses in the following 
years. Köprülüzade Ahmed Pasha’s deteriorating health and the close relationship 
Mustafa Pasha had with Mehmed IV allowed him to rebuild his position within 
the administration. The prospect of Kara Mustafa Pasha’s upcoming nomination 
to the grand vizierate caused the members of Köprülü faction to rally around 
him and helps to explain the continuity at the top of administrative–factional 
structure.146 His assertion of control seems to have been facilitated by the passing 
away of Panagiotis Nikoussios, whose support for Grigore Ghica clashed with 
Kara Mustafa Pasha’s interests.147 At the same time, the Cantacuzinos’ marital 
alliance with Gheorghe Duca and his appointment to the Wallachian throne in 
1673 allowed the family to restore their political influence in the principality.148 
Köprülü Ahmed Pasha’s death in November 1676 thus paved the way for Kara 
Mustafa Pasha and his allies to take control of both the Sublime Porte and the 
Danubian principalities. Emboldened by the promotion of their patron, the 
Cantacuzinos came under suspicion of trying to unseat Duca. The voivode 
responded by arresting members of the family, but he was forced to release 
them on the orders of the grand vizier.149 Finally, in 1678 he was transferred to 
Moldavia, while the vacant throne was taken by Şerban Cantacuzino (1678–88), 
thus consolidating the position his family had achieved thanks to their alliance 
with the Ottoman grandee.

Unlike other factional disputes discussed in this chapter, the competition 
within Köprülüs’ cross-border network did not produce a lasting rupture. 
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However, this does not mean that it did not have larger ramifications. Rather 
than a homogeneous group acting in unison, even the most successful grandee 
household of the seventeenth century suffered from infighting between different 
cliques within their ranks, which extended beyond a single political arena. In 
supporting his clients in Moldavia and Wallachia, Kara Mustafa Pasha’s interests 
clashed with those of Köprülü Ahmed Pasha, souring the relationship between 
them and creating an impression of a somewhat chaotic and contradictory 
policy. This rivalry at the apex of Ottoman hierarchy was exacerbated by the 
ongoing factional conflict in Wallachia, which pitted the grand vizier’s clients 
against the powerful Cantacuzino family. In supporting their own men, Ahmed 
Pasha, Kara Mustafa Pasha and Panagiotis Nikoussios were ready to overlook 
serious issues, such as Grigore Ghica’s defections from the battlefield and the 
resulting Ottoman defeats in major battles.

While different in details, the cases of cross-border factional conflicts 
discussed above follow the same underlying logic. Rather than selflessly pursuing 
what historians would interpret as a state interest, Ottoman, Polish–Lithuanian 
and Moldavian–Wallachian elites were deeply involved in factional struggles 
and ready to aid their partners beyond the pale. These factional interests were 
not necessarily disruptive: for instance, the Köprülüs’ takeover of Ottoman 
administration aligned the interests of the household with those of the empire, 
improving coordination between different officials and reinvigorating military 
power of the Porte. Even in such instances, though, factional competition took 
priority over geopolitical concerns. This manifested most patently in the very 
survival of the Danubian principalities and the failure of Ottoman and Polish–
Lithuanian annexation attempts in the seventeenth century.
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That the Ottomans never conquered Moldavia and Wallachia has long been an 
axiom in Romanian historiography, and a matter of national pride.1 Scholars 
repeatedly emphasized the distinct position of the Danubian principalities, 
arguing that the absence of direct imperial administration, kadi courts and 
mosques adorning the landscape placed the principalities outside the imperial 
space. Generations of scholars implied that this status of autonomy originated 
from ‘capitulations’ (‘ahdnames) that the local elites had managed to wrest 
from the Porte, which spelled out their privileges and obligations as Ottoman 
tributaries.2

However, for such crucial documents, the purported capitulations have proven 
extremely elusive. The documents presented by Moldavian–Wallachian boyars 
to substantiate their claims during the Russian–Ottoman peace negotiations at 
Focşani in 1772, considered authentic by nineteenth-century historians, were 
debunked by Constantin Giurescu as forgeries compiled from several sources 
and tailored to suit the interests of the local elite.3 This gave a renewed impulse 
for scholars to engage in a veritable hunt for capitulations in the Ottoman and 
European archives, but these efforts garnered relatively meagre results. Thus, 
in order to salvage the concept that the Ottomans recognized Moldavian and 
Wallachian status as separate states, historians argued that the diplomas of 
appointment (berats) issued for the voivodes were in fact ‘ahdnames in disguise.4 
However, these documents fall short of providing a legal basis for the proposed 
distinct status of the Danubian principalities; instead, they demonstrate the 
composite character of Ottoman imperial governance.5

Research conducted by Viorel Panaite in recent decades changed the 
parameters of the discussion. Approaching Moldavia and Wallachia from the 
perspective of the Islamic ius gentium, he demonstrated the role of Hanafi legal 
theory and customary practices as the principal source of the arrangements 
between the Porte and the tributary princes. The Ottoman sultans considered 
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both principalities an integral part of the ‘well-protected domains’, and insisted 
that the voivodes were their officials just like any other governor.6 The status 
of the Danubian principalities relied on customary arrangements and evolved 
along with the balance of power between the voivodes and the Sublime Porte. 
No privileges or treaties fixed the juridical status of Moldavia and Wallachia in 
the long term, and the inhabitants of both principalities enjoyed a status similar 
to other zimmis inhabiting the Ottoman domains.7

This well-substantiated revisionist argument constitutes a welcome change in 
the debate, shifting the focus away from the largely futile search for ‘ahdnames 
and placing the status of the principalities within the wider context of Islamic 
legal theory and Ottoman practice. However, another important question 
remains: If the Danubian principalities were conquered by the Sublime Porte 
by the mid-sixteenth century, why did the latter never introduce direct imperial 
administration, instead relying only on local political institutions? Using Halil 
İnalcık’s schematic model of the ‘Ottoman methods of conquest’, why was the 
first phase – forcing local rulers into submission – never followed by the second, 
the establishment of Ottoman provincial system of governance?8

Surprisingly for such a central topic for Moldavian and Wallachian history, 
few contributions directly addressed the issue directly. Particularly important 
in this respect is a thesis put forward by Petre P. Panaitescu in his 1947 study 
‘Why Did the Turks Never Conquer the Romanian Countries?’9 The subsequent 
career of this contribution is somewhat puzzling. Panaitescu himself was a 
contradictory personality, whose established reputation as a rigorous and sober 
scholar of the Middle Ages and a specialist in Slavonic philology coincided with 
his active participation in the ultranationalist Iron Guard. The study itself was 
conceived as a historical essay only seven pages long, rather than an in-depth 
study of the topic. Nonetheless, it became the central point of reference for 
future generations of Romanian historians.

In his argument, Panaitescu went against the majority opinion that had 
attributed the survival of the Danubian principalities to their military effort. 
Instead, he proposed an explanation that took into account two major factors. 
First, the geographical position of Moldavia and Wallachia was peripheral to the 
grand strategy of the Ottoman Empire in Europe and its main axis of expansion 
towards Central Europe.10 This off-centre position discouraged imperial 
authorities from spending military and financial resources on establishing 
direct control in the region; instead, by retaining local rulers and institutions, 
the Porte secured a bulwark against Poland–Lithuania and Muscovy without 
having to foot the bill. The second major factor was the profitability of existing 
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arrangements and the superior efficiency of Romanian administration over the 
Ottoman one. However, his argument in this regard is a testimony to the climate 
of the 1930s and 1940s, mixing essentialism, Orientalist stereotypes and racial 
overtones:

The Ottoman conquest and rule led to the complete exhaustion of the wealth 
of conquered provinces; it was exploitation, not management. The Turks never 
possessed the qualities of settlers or managers of economic affairs. […] Ottoman 
sultans and the leaders of the empire were aware of this fact. They knew that if 
they had sent a pasha to Moldavia and Wallachia, the corrupt and dishonest 
Ottoman officials would soon cause the resources to dry up, scatter the wealth, 
and oppress to the local population. […] Thus, it was in the interest of the empire 
to ensure that its breadbasket, without which the capital and the army would 
starve to death, was well-run, and this could be achieved only under Romanian 
administration.11

Obviously, Panaitescu’s vision of Ottoman agricultural and administrative 
incompetence and the inherent superiority of Romanian skills in these areas 
is untenable and belongs to the history of historiography rather than current 
historical debates. However, for all the obsolescence of his argument, the 
connection Panaitescu drew between financial interests of the Porte and the 
continued existence of Moldavian–Wallachian institutions merits attention, 
even if its gist must be sought elsewhere.

Unfortunately, few attempts have been made in the following years to revise 
Panaitescu’s arguments. The most encompassing alternative was put forward by 
Mihai Maxim, who shifted the focus back to geopolitical and military factors. 
According to the Romanian Ottomanist, Moldavia and Wallachia’s position was 
not peripheral to the Ottoman expansion but should be considered as important 
as the route to Vienna.12 Thus, it was rather the armed resistance of the voivodes 
and the geopolitical configuration in the region that discouraged the Porte from 
establishing direct control in the principalities. At the same time, he softens 
Panaitescu’s argument of an alleged Ottoman administrative incompetence, 
arguing that the corruption engulfed the Porte only when it entered a period of 
decline. Rather, the system of indirect rule was profitable because the Ottomans 
were able to outsource administrative and military costs, thus reducing the 
expenditure of the imperial treasury.

Maxim envisioned his argument as a corrective to Panaitescu’s arguments. 
However, his argument falls short of providing a plausible explanation for the 
survival of Moldavian and Wallachian political institutions. The number of 
military campaigns led by the sultans in the region, cited as the main argument 
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for the Danubian principalities’ importance in the Ottoman grand strategy, does 
not take into account the changing nature of Ottoman warfare and the changing 
position of the ruler within the system.13 More importantly, there seems to 
have been no concerted effort by the Porte to do away with the principalities. 
Throughout the seventeenth century, there was a single attempt to introduce 
direct Ottoman administration. However, even this attempt, undertaken in 
direct response to the revolt of November 1594 in exceptional circumstances 
in the midst of the ‘Long War’ against the Habsburgs (1593–1606) and celali 
rebellions in Anatolia, was quickly abandoned. Throughout the seventeenth 
century, rumours of impending annexation spread among contemporaries on 
numerous occasions but there is no evidence that the Porte made any serious 
attempt to carry them through, despite far more favourable geopolitical situation 
and its military capacity to quash potential resistance.

The Porte was not the only one to attempt incorporation of the Danubian 
principalities; similar projects circulated among the Polish–Lithuanian nobility. 
They were put into motion on two separate occasions, but – just like the Ottoman 
ones – ended without reaching their goals. At the beginning of the period under 
discussion, Jan Zamoyski led two military interventions in direct competition 
with a parallel Ottoman effort. While he succeeded in installing his clients in 
Moldavia and Wallachia, he failed in his attempts to secure their integration into 
the Commonwealth. Decades later, the Danubian principalities became a target 
of King John III Sobieski’s dynastic plans, but with even more modest results.

These abortive attempts have been usually explained through the prism 
of geopolitics and the relative balance of power between states in the region. 
However, this approach ignores that at no point the elites acted in unison to 
realize such ventures. On the contrary, it seems that Ottoman grandees and their 
Polish–Lithuanian counterparts engaged more in factional strife than in carrying 
through campaign objectives. In effect, these attempts to redraw the political map 
of the region fell apart, defeated by internal conflict rather than enemy forces. In 
all these failed attempts, cross-border patronage played a prominent role. On 
the one hand, by strengthening ties between the arenas, it weakened the bonds 
within them, making it more difficult to enforce cohesion during such ventures. 
At the same time, as a mechanism of resource procurement, it provided a viable 
alternative to territorial expansion for members of the elite. Finally, the attempts 
at a radical restructuring of political environment upset the status quo and 
produced winners and losers, pitting members of the same faction against each 
other. As a result, while facilitating coordination between the arenas, the web of 
cross-border patronage acted as a check on any attempts to integrate them.
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Voyvodalık/Beylerbeylik

If we believe the diplomatic correspondence of the period, the perspective of 
replacing the Danubian principalities with provincial administration loomed 
large throughout the seventeenth century. Rumours of imminent appointment 
of beylerbeys circulated with astonishing frequency.14 Scholars have shared the 
view that the existence of the two ‘statelets’ (devletçikler) was hanging by a thread 
and their survival throughout the early modern period was the product of skilful 
diplomatic effort and geopolitical configuration.15

What is surprising, however, is the discrepancy between the ubiquity of 
such rumours and the lack of hard evidence to indicate the Porte’s resolve to 
implement the plan. Even when the Ottoman officials enjoyed near liberty to 
rearrange political relations in the region, no steps were taken in this respect. 
For instance, in 1660 Grand Vizier Köprülü Mehmed Pasha allegedly toyed with 
the idea of replacing Gheorghe Ghica with an Ottoman official, but was quickly 
dissuaded from doing so.16 Fear of military resistance does not seem to be the 
issue; mere two years earlier, Ottoman troops were able to oust both voivodes 
and the prince of Transylvania while waging war against Venice and dealing with 
Abaza Hasan Pasha’s rebellion in Anatolia. Thus, despite military superiority, the 
Ottoman authorities showed time and again their preference for cross-border 
patronage and reluctance to transform the principalities into eyalets.

To understand this conservative approach, we should turn to the single 
instance, when the Porte did try to introduce direct provincial administration. 
Revisiting this abortive venture of 1595 sheds light on the inherent limitations 
Ottoman grandees encountered while trying to restructure the relationship 
between the imperial centre and Moldavian–Wallachian periphery. Undertaken 
in the midst of the war against the Habsburgs, the project was shelved after 
a single campaign. The internal struggle for power between factions was just 
as instrumental in derailing the project as was the rebel voivodes’ military 
resistance.

In 1593, border skirmishes between Habsburg and Ottoman troops on the 
Croatian border escalated into a full-scale war, dragging both empires into a 
thirteen-year-long and ultimately inconclusive struggle. The following year the 
Porte received another blow, when Transylvanian prince Zsigmond Báthory 
sided with Habsburg troops, soon followed by the voivodes of Moldavia and 
Wallachia, Aron (1591–2 and 1592–5) and Michael the Brave (1593–1601). The 
revolt caught the Porte off-guard, compounding to the already difficult military 
situation on the front.
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The rebellion was also a personal embarrassment for the incumbent 
grand vizier, Koca Sinan Pasha, who had appointed Michael the Brave back 
in September 1593.17 The grandee, already in his seventies, was an influential 
figure with a distinguished career and extensive power base. After rising 
through the ranks, he joined the faction of Sokollu Mehmed Pasha, who held 
sway over administration throughout the 1560s and 1570s. This alliance allowed 
him to secure the governorship of the wealthiest Ottoman possession, Egypt. 
In this position, he became enmeshed in a fierce struggle with other officials 
responsible for military operations in Yemen. After the latter were recalled to 
Istanbul, Sinan Pasha took over the command himself, successfully quashing the 
Zaydi resistance in the Yemeni hinterland.18 In 1574, he engineered a successful 
establishment of Ottoman rule in Tunis. These accomplishments brought not 
only prestige but also political influence and wealth. By the end of the decade, 
he helmed the Indian Ocean faction within the imperial administration and 
invested heavily in spice trade passing through the Red Sea.19 These patronage 
resources meant that he was well-poised to establish hegemony on par with that 
of Sokollu Mehmed Pasha.

However, the political context changed greatly following the death of Sokollu 
Mehmed Pasha in 1579. Sultan Murad III, who tried to reassert his control over 
administration and prevent the rise of another all-powerful vizier, constantly 
shuffled the grandees to maintain the balance of power between competing 
factions.20 In effect, from his first appointment as the grand vizier in 1580 
until his death in 1596, Sinan Pasha held the post on five different occasions 
alternating with his long-time enemies Ferhad Pasha and Lala Mustafa Pasha.21 
Personal hostility between the grandees and their unstable position in office 
fuelled factional build-up and mutual recriminations. Moreover, the growing 
number of clients within their households strained the capacity of the imperial 
institutions. To accommodate the interests of their own followers, grand viziers 
purged their predecessors’ men and filled the posts with their associates. This 
uneasy balance unfolded against the background of growing disgruntlement in 
the army and fierce competition for timars between provincial cavalrymen.22

Moldavian–Wallachian rebellion of November 1594 posed a serious 
challenge to Sinan Pasha, since not only did the setback occur on his watch, but 
Michael the Brave had been his appointee. In response, he immediately carried 
out the appointment of two new voivodes, Ştefan the Deaf (Surdul) and Ştefan 
Bogdan, to replace the rebel voivodes in Moldavia and Wallachia respectively, 
and instructed border governors to provide required troops.23 However, the 
campaign meant to force the principalities into submission ended in failure.24 
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The new defeat produced major changes among Ottoman officials, facilitated by 
the dynastic succession. Upon the accession of Mehmed III (1595–1603), Sinan 
Pasha was away from the capital, which put him at a disadvantage and permitted 
Ferhad Pasha to ingratiate himself with the new ruler and secure promotion to 
the post in February 1595.25

The new appointee was Koca Sinan Pasha’s sworn enemy. According to 
Ibrahim Peçevi, their enmity dated back to 1582, when the two officials 
exchanged harsh words during the 1582 royal circumcision festival.26 Soon 
after appointment, Ferhad Pasha ordered his adversary to leave the capital and 
immediately purged the officials associated with Sinan Pasha’s faction. In total, 
fourteen governors were dismissed27; the changes included a new appointee to 
the throne of Moldavia brought by Ferhad Pasha from among his clients.28 Thus, 
despite Sinan Pasha’s failure, Ferhad Pasha initially preferred to stick to a tried 
solution rather than attempt a general overhaul of the principalities’ position 
within the empire.

This changed at the end of April 1595, when the imperial council gathered to 
discuss the question whether the upcoming campaign should be directed against 
Habsburg forces in Hungary or Moldavian–Wallachian rebels. According to 
Mustafa Selâniki, the debate revealed considerable differences of opinion. Many 
officials abstained altogether or supported the Hungarian campaign, while the 
idea of moving against rebel voivodes found vociferous supporters in Kapudan 
Pasha Ciğalazade Sinan Pasha and particularly Şeyh ül-Islam Bostanzade 
Mehmed Efendi. The latter insisted that subduing domestic revolt took 
precedence over the war against the Habsburgs, and the grand vizier eagerly 
sided with this standpoint.29

Unlike the earlier attempts to restore order, the campaign against the 
Danubian principalities was not meant to install new voivodes but intended 
a general overhaul of Ottoman system of governance in the region. Moldavia 
and Wallachia were to be transformed into imperial provinces, each under the 
authority of a beylerbey. However, the new system administrative structure did 
not follow faithfully the pattern predominating at the imperial core. As Mihai 
Maxim pointed out, among appointees to the newly created provinces, we find no 
officials associated with the timar system. Instead, both Moldavia and Wallachia 
were to become salyaneli provinces along the lines of Egypt and several more 
distant Arab provinces, remitting the annual lump sum to the central treasury.30

This solution, according to the Romanian scholar, was meant as a 
concession to the local elite, guaranteeing that the dismantling of political 
institutions would not be accompanied by rearrangement of land ownership. 
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However, a comparison with the evolution of Ottoman political economy 
in this period provides us with a more plausible explanation. By the end of 
the sixteenth century, the timar system was in disarray, and in 1600 only 
about 10 per cent of its beneficiaries performed active military duty.31 As the 
fiscal system of the empire moved towards iltizam, even the extant prebends 
changed their nature, becoming both an investment and a reward for members 
of grandee households.32 From this perspective, the institution of Moldavia 
and Wallachia as salyaneli provinces constituted a preferable option from a 
factional point of view, short-circuiting the flow of resources to the treasury 
and the faction.

Realizing this project was bound to create difficulties. Despite his efforts, 
Ferhad Pasha failed to purge Sinan Pasha’s influence from the administration 
and the army. The deposed grandee, who remained in a virtual exile in Malkara, 
kept a web of his key clients in the administration, waiting for an opportune 
moment to return to power. Moreover, the kaymakam appointed for the time of 
the campaign, Damad Ibrahim Pasha, had political ambitions of his own. Thus, 
Ferhad Pasha’s departure for the Wallachian campaign put him in considerable 
danger of being deposed at the behest of his adversaries.

These fears soon materialized, when Sinan Pasha and Damad Ibrahim Pasha 
joined forces to undermine the grand vizier. According to Mustafa Naima, the 
kaymakam deliberately neglected logistical preparations, while Koca Sinan 
Pasha mobilized his clients among the troops.33 When the army was leaving 
the imperial capital, the fighting broke out between backers of Sinan Pasha 
and Ferhad Pasha, casting a shadow on the prospects of the campaign.34 In 
the imperial palace, a campaign of slander began, accusing the grand vizier of 
cowardliness and a secret pact with the rebel voivodes. Bostanzade Mehmed 
Efendi joined the opposition, and by July 1595 Ferhad Pasha was removed from 
power before the actual campaign even started.35 He tried to recoup his position 
by appealing to Safiye Sultan, but eventually, Sinan Pasha’s pressure led to his 
execution in October.

After ascending the grand vizierate Sinan Pasha hijacked his predecessor’s 
plan regarding the Danubian principalities, but the factional struggle took its 
toll on the troops. The changes at the apex of administrative hierarchy delayed 
the beginning of the military action and led to a decline in morale of the 
troops. A fitting expression of this confusion was the fact that the postings of 
the beylerbeys of Moldavia repeatedly changed hands before the campaign even 
started. Immediately after taking over the reins of power, Sinan Pasha removed 
Ca’fer Pasha, Ferhad Pasha’s pick for the office. While Ca’fer was an experienced 
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official, who had distinguished himself during the ‘Battle of the Torches’ (1583) 
that gave the Ottomans control of Şirvan, he was also a lifelong associate of the 
grand vizier’s sworn enemies.36 Thus, Sinan swiftly replaced him with his own 
candidate, Ibrahim the sancakbey of Vize.37

However, the new appointee also failed to hold to what was still a virtual 
posting. To enlist the help of Crimean troops, the grand vizier had to 
accommodate Khan Ghazi Giray II’s interests. The latter drove a hard bargain, 
initially demanding to place the principality under Giray dynasty.38 Ultimately, 
a compromise was reached, whereby Ahmed Bey, the sancakbey of Bender and 
Ghazi Giray’s nephew, would become the governor of Moldavia.39

These factional squabbles delayed the beginning of the invasion. Sinan Pasha’s 
army entered the principality only in mid-August, and on its march towards 
Bucharest, it was surprised and defeated by Wallachian forces at Călugăreni. This 
defeat did not halt the march north, and the Ottoman troops occupied Bucharest 
and Târgovişte, but the morale was low. Sinan Pasha’s position was endangered 
by Damad Ibrahim Pasha’s influence at the Porte as the kaymakam tried to get 
rid of him the same way he had done with Ferhad Pasha. Ultimately, by October 
1595 the imperial troops pulled out of Wallachia, suffering yet another defeat 
in the battle of Yergöğü (modern Giurgiu in Romania). The campaign meant to 
introduce provincial administration in Wallachia ended in total failure.

Matters were not going any better on the Moldavian throne where the 
burden of enforcing the annexation was on Ghazi Giray II’s Tatar troops. By 
early September 1595, Jan Zamoyski entered the principality, installing Ieremia 
Movilă as the new voivode, thus launching a competing bid for hegemony in the 
region. The Crimean army, in turn, entered Moldavia only in October, giving 
Polish–Lithuanian troops enough time to entrench their positions. However, this 
perspective hardly sat well with the khan. Ghazi Giray II had political designs 
of his own and, although he agreed to support his nephew, he clearly did not 
welcome the prospect of greater Ottoman presence in the region. This provided 
an opportunity for Zamoyski, who after two days of inconclusive fighting at 
Țuțora (19–20 October 1595) convinced the khan to abandon the annexation 
plans in exchange for nine villages in southeastern Moldavia and a promise of 
annual gifts from the Commonwealth.40 Zamoyski himself was surprised by 
how quickly he was able to reach an agreement.41 Left with no other option, 
Ahmed Bey conceded; in the following years, he tried to secure the magnate’s 
recommendation for a lifetime appointment as the sancakbey of Silistre.42 Thus, 
by October 1595 the attempt to transform Moldavia and Wallachia into run-of-
the-mill Ottoman provinces was in shambles.
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This failure led to the dismissal of Koca Sinan Pasha in November 1595, 
but the death of his replacement, Lala Mustafa Pasha, brought him back to 
power the following month. However, there was no return to the annexation 
plans. Instead, Sinan Pasha decided to back the proposal by Mehmed Bey, the 
former voivode of Wallachia and the governor of Niğbolu, who promoted his 
son as the new ruler of the principality. According to Selâniki, this idea was 
backed by an arz from the Wallachian population, undoubtedly orchestrated 
by the governor.43 This marked a return to old arrangements, which was 
continued after Sinan Pasha’s death in April 1596. The project of establishing 
a provincial administration in Moldavia and Wallachia was officially dead, 
never to be revived again in any meaningful way. By summer 1596 Sinan Pasha 
and his successor Damad Ibrahim Pasha managed to broker a precarious 
peace with Michael, thus securing the dangerously exposed flank in the war 
in Hungary.44

Romanian scholarship has unanimously emphasized the military exploits of 
Michael the Brave, who managed to halt Ottoman attempts to re-establish control 
in the region and briefly took control of Moldavia, Wallachia and Transylvania. 
While this is certainly true, we should also note that the Ottoman debacle was 
very much a result of factional strife within the ranks of imperial officialdom, 
which seemed more interested in fighting among themselves than make a 
concerted annexation attempt. The demise of Ferhad Pasha and appointment 
of Sinan Pasha caused serious delays and crippled Ottoman war machine on the 
eve of the invasion. Ghazi Giray II jumped ship as soon as he felt he could reach 
a better bargain with the Polish–Lithuanian authorities.

This factional strife helps us explain why the Ottomans never returned to 
these plans and why cross-border patronage provided an attractive alternative to 
outright annexation. The Porte certainly controlled sufficient military resources 
to implement provincial administration in Moldavia and Wallachia during 
the seventeenth century. The 1595 debacle took place in particularly difficult 
circumstances for the empire. It occurred at the time when the Porte was locked 
in an expensive and inconclusive conflict in Hungary, Anatolia suffered a 
collapse of social order and the principality of Wallachia experienced a period of 
resurgence of its military capacity. However, these unfavourable conditions were 
absent for much of the seventeenth century. In 1658, the Ottomans were able 
to quickly subdue the principalities while simultaneously dealing with Cretan 
war and a revolt in Anatolia. Thus, transforming Moldavia and Wallachia into 
regular provinces was well within reach of the Ottoman military capacities, if the 
imperial establishment would opt to do so.
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However, this was not the case, and the fierce factional struggle suggests the 
reasons for this reluctance. Any attempt to establish provincial administration 
required considerable resources and carried no smaller risks for the grand vizier. 
Since it stood to reason that the positions in the new administration would go 
to his clients, the institutional rearrangement would upset the balance of power 
between the factions and trigger resistance of rival households. This was exactly 
the case in 1595 when the failed expedition and resulting factional struggle cost 
the life of one grand vizier and brought down his successor. Given these threats, 
it comes as no wonder that Ottoman grandees were reluctant to redraw the 
administrative map unless it gave them prospects of rewards large enough able 
to outweigh the risks involved.

The general preference of Ottoman establishment to continue the existing 
pattern throughout the seventeenth century suggests that the prospective 
gains were insufficient to warrant such attempts, and cross-border patronage 
constituted a viable alternative channel to procure necessary resources. It 
also required fewer resources and carried a lesser risk for the grandees. As 
the intended structure of the eyalets as salyaneli provinces demonstrates, the 
Ottoman officials were primarily interested in procuring cash revenue rather 
than expanding the timar system. To tap these resources, they did not need to 
take direct control of the sources of revenue, but just to ensure a steady flow 
of resources. This could be accomplished through putting Christian clients in 
positions of power. The eagerness of Sinan Pasha and his successors to distance 
themselves from the annexation attempt of 1595 suggests that they considered 
this arrangement sufficient to their factional interest.

The survival of Moldavia and Wallachia under indigenous institutions 
produced losers, though. Unlike the top echelons of Ottoman officials, their 
middle-rank clients were not directly involved in cash flows between the 
voivodes and the Porte, while the offices they were initially appointed to 
never materialized. Neither Ibrahim Bey nor Ahmed Bey managed to ascend 
administrative hierarchies following their short stints as would-be governors 
of Moldavia. In 1598 we find Ibrahim collecting taxes on wine in Edirne, 
as he clearly failed to secure another governorship.45 Ahmed Bey managed 
to return to his post as the sancakbey of Bender, but his career stagnated as 
well. In short, the survival of Moldavia and Wallachia hit the lower ranks 
of Ottoman officialdom far more than it did their superiors and patrons. 
However, they lacked the political pull to defend their positions once their 
patrons opted not to introduce provincial administration in the Danubian 
principalities.
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While solid evidence is lacking, it is likely that the divergence between 
interests of upper and lower ranks of Ottoman establishment contributed to the 
widespread rumours about the imminent abolition of the principalities and the 
apparent lack of any steps to follow through with the plan by the Porte. The 
persistence of such news provides evidence that there were ‘rumblings from 
below’ by lower-rank officials, who would benefit financially and politically 
if additional administrative posts would have been added to the pool. These 
rumours were further amplified by European diplomats and pretenders to 
the thrones, creating a sense of urgency and impending doom. However, the 
grandees who profited from cross-border patronage were clearly not that 
invested in such initiatives, and their stance ultimately prevailed. In this sense, 
the survival of Moldavia and Wallachia resulted from financial and political 
concerns. However, this was not due to geopolitical considerations, nor the 
alleged lack of administrative skills among Ottoman officials. Rather, the main 
cause was the fragmentation of the imperial political scene and the availability 
of cross-border patronage as an alternative, less risky and ultimately more 
profitable arrangement, well-tailored to the needs of faction leaders wielding 
real power in the imperial centre.

‘A faction that could not lose’ and its defeat: Jan Zamoyski  
and Polish–Lithuanian annexation attempt of 1595–1600

The reign of Sigismund III Vasa in Poland–Lithuania (1587–1632) began 
in a context not dissimilar from that of Sultan Murad III’s accession in 
Istanbul fourteen years earlier. Upon ascending the throne, both inherited 
administrations controlled by powerful ministers at the helm of vast and 
entrenched patronage networks. While both Sokollu Mehmed Pasha and Jan 
Zamoyski had been instrumental in their accession, their overarching influence 
put narrow limits on royal authority. Two episodes illustrate this balance of 
power. Upon meeting the grand vizier, Murad III almost kissed Sokollu’s hand, 
and only a quick reaction of the latter prevented the faux pas.46 Zamoyski was 
similarly nonplussed by the new ruler. He allegedly called a young and taciturn 
king a ‘mute devil from Sweden’ and showed Sigismund little respect.47 While 
in no position to remove their all-powerful officials, Murad III and Sigismund 
III were unwilling to act as figureheads, and instead slowly but steadily tried 
to reassert their control of the system of governance and curb Sokollu and 
Zamoyski’s influence.



Annexing Moldavia 161

Among his contemporaries, Jan Zamoyski was by all standards a towering 
figure. A scion of middle-gentry family and a man of broad intellectual 
horizons, he managed to catapult his family to the apex of the Polish–Lithuanian 
elite, combining considerable political talent with ruthlessness in pursuing his 
goals. Following his studies in Padua, he returned to the Commonwealth to 
become a secretary of King Sigismund II Augustus (1548–72), the last ruler of 
the Jagiellonian dynasty. Simultaneously, the ambitious upstart became one of 
the most vocal representatives of the gentry. By the mid-sixteenth century, this 
social group managed to emancipate itself from the influence of few powerful 
families holding positions in the royal council. The political ascendancy of the 
gentry in the form of so-called executionist movement, demanding enforcement 
of Sejm decisions and the recovery of royal domain alienated by the elite, gained 
the king’s support and provided a springboard for the young nobleman. While 
not among the movement’s first-rank leaders, Zamoyski managed to establish 
himself as a popular figure, playing an important role during the first two 
interregna.

The election of Transylvanian prince Stephen Báthory as the king of Poland 
(1576–86) constituted a major watershed in Zamoyski’s career. The new 
monarch appreciated the nobleman’s political acumen and his popularity among 
the gentry, quickly promoting him to high positions and making him his right-
hand man. By 1576 Zamoyski received an appointment to the post of Crown 
vice-chancellor, and two years later took full control of the chancellery.48 In 1581 
the position of Crown grand hetman ensured his control of the royal military. 
According to Wojciech Tygielski, the chancellor effectively became Báthory’s 
viceroy, utilizing his vast power to expand his estates, promote his clients and 
crack down on his adversaries.49

In doing so, Zamoyski was treading new path and reshaping Polish–Lithuanian 
political culture. Whereas the earlier generations of the country’s elite relied 
primarily on their position in the royal council, the chancellor’s political edifice 
was much more comprehensive and tapped various sources of political power. 
This strategy rested on four distinct but nonetheless interconnected pillars.50 First, 
royal favour provided him with patronage resources necessary to rally support 
for Báthory’s policy at the dietines. As Báthory’s closest associate, his main task 
was mobilizing support for the king’s policy and ensuring the nobility’s consent 
to taxes necessary to finance the war against Muscovy (1579–82). Zamoyski’s 
services were repaid through rapid promotion and the chancellor’s control over 
appointments, which he used to expand his clientele and place his associates in 
key positions of power.
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The offices of grand chancellor and grand hetman offered the magnate vast 
discretionary powers and patronage resources. He exercised full control of the 
Crown chancellery and the documents issued in king’s name, which gave him 
considerable leverage in domestic policy and effective control over diplomatic 
affairs.51 Simultaneously, with the office of Crown hetman, he took not only 
command over royal troops, but also military jurisdiction, logistics, influence 
over appointments of officers, and diplomatic correspondence with the Sublime 
Porte and its satellites. These official duties came with ample power of patronage 
since it was necessary for any ambitious noble seeking position in the army or 
among royal secretaries to secure the support of the all-powerful magnate. 
Thus, it comes as no surprise that by the late 1580s both institutions were staffed 
almost exclusively by Zamoyski’s clients. His influence included senatorial posts, 
with a coherent political bloc of officials owing their careers to the chancellor’s 
backing.

This web of patronage was by no means restricted to the centre but also 
encompassed scores of clients in the provinces. Since the political system of 
the Commonwealth ascribed a crucial role to the provincial dietines, Zamoyski 
co-opted local opinion leaders to coax the rank-and-file into supporting his 
agenda. This web of political ties entrenched Zamoyski’s position across the 
Commonwealth, although it was the strongest in the southeastern palatinates of 
the Crown, which reliably elected Zamoyski’s supporters as deputies to the Sejm.52

Finally, the magnate set out to provide a sound economic foundation for his 
family’s ascendancy. Although he inherited merely a couple of villages from 
his father, by 1586 he had established one of the largest landholdings in the 
Commonwealth, comprising over six hundred villages and numerous towns. 
The crown jewel of his domains was the town of Zamość, built according to the 
principles of an ideal Renaissance city and housing, apart from the founder’s 
residence, a prestigious humanist academy he founded and maintained. 
The measure of Zamoyski’s success is illustrated by the fact that the entail he 
established (Ordynacja Zamojska) survived until the communist land reform in 
1944, providing a stable economic basis for the family’s political position.53

This prudent strategy of political, military and economic accumulation 
materialized by the 1580s in a formidable political machine that Wojciech 
Tygielski called ‘a faction that could not lose’.54 Either directly or through his clients, 
Zamoyski had firm control of the Commonwealth’s administrative apparatus, 
provincial dietines and political appointments. Thus, it comes as no surprise that 
he would see himself as a senior partner rather than a servant when 21-year-old 
Sigismund III arrived from Sweden to take the Polish throne. However, the latter 
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had no intention to be Zamoyski’s puppet, and the conflict between the two would 
soon dominate the political landscape of the Commonwealth.

The young monarch was unable to confront the chancellor openly. Instead, 
he sided with Zamoyski’s adversaries and used his royal prerogatives to block the 
careers of the latter’s clients.55 This is well illustrated by the fact that Zamoyski, 
showered with appointments and land grants during Báthory’s reign, did 
not receive a single village from Sigismund III. The ambitious magnate soon 
retaliated, and the tensions reached a boiling point at the Sejm of 1592. During 
the proceedings of what came to be known as the ‘Inquisitorial Sejm’, the king 
was effectively put on trial, accused of plotting with the Habsburgs to abdicate 
in their favour and leave for Sweden.56 While no steps against the monarch were 
taken, Sigismund III nonetheless suffered a public humiliation while Zamoyski’s 
supporters openly criticized him at the public forum. Although later the two 
sides publicly reconciled, the mutual hostility only grew and, from then on, the 
chancellor would become the focal point of opposition against the king, relying 
on the vast political capital he had accumulated in the 1580s. In turn, the king 
would continue to chip away Zamoyski’s influence and build his own faction to 
match that of his adversary.

Following the Inquisitorial Sejm, the intensity of the conflict abated 
somewhat, as both Zamoyski and the king turned to other matters. The latter 
increasingly engaged in his succession to the Swedish throne, where the prospect 
of a devout Catholic ruler triggered a growing opposition of predominantly 
Protestant estates. Zamoyski, unwelcome at the court, turned his attention to 
the southeastern provinces of the Crown, the core of his political machine. 
Particularly important in this respect was the dietine of Vyšnja. Comprising the 
bulk of the Palatinate of Ruthenia, the dietine played an outsized political role 
in the region. Unlike other local dietines, dominated by magnate families, the 
palatinate had a politically active and relatively independent middle and upper 
gentry, whose opinion was often followed by other assemblies.57 As such, the 
support of the dietine could not be taken for granted and had to be won by co-
opting local opinion leaders. Zamoyski’s faction had a strong presence in the 
region, and many local notables, such as Stanisław Żółkiewski, Jan Szczęsny 
Herburt and Jan Tomasz Drohojowski, were among the chancellor’s close 
associates.58 At the same time, the constant threat of Tatar predatory raids meant 
that many nobles of the region were choosing military careers, thus entering the 
purview of Zamoyski’s political interests as the grand hetman. Therefore, for the 
magnate’s political survival in his conflict with the king, retaining support of his 
Ruthenian clientele was of utmost importance.
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In the meantime, another conflict was in full swing just south of the Polish–
Lithuanian border, where the Habsburg–Ottoman war spilled into the Danubian 
principalities. In November 1594, Moldavian voivode Aron, along with his 
Wallachian counterpart, rebelled against the Porte and joined Habsburg forces. 
While successful in repulsing the Ottoman counterattack, the voivode faced 
another threat from within the Christian ranks and was soon ousted by Ştefan 
Răzvan (1595), who seized the throne with Transylvanian backing.59 These 
internal conflicts took place against the background of impending Ottoman 
invasion and volatile military situation, prompting the new ruler to plead for 
Polish–Lithuanian military assistance.

Despite pressure exercised by Habsburg and papal diplomats, the 
Commonwealth stayed aloof from the conflict, trying to maintain amicable 
relations with the Porte and suspecting ulterior motives in the project. Zamoyski, 
whose stance on the matter was decisive, was a long-time enemy of the dynasty 
and did not welcome the prospect of contributing Polish–Lithuanian troops to 
the war effort. Upon his departure for Sweden in 1594, the king had begrudgingly 
vested his adversary with extensive discretionary powers on the matter, and in 
summer 1595 the chancellor concentrated his troops near the Moldavian border 
to follow the course of events.60 Thus, given the circumstances, the Polish–
Lithuanian response to the conflict over Moldavia would be firmly under control 
of the king’s chief adversary.61

The news of the Ottoman plan to introduce direct imperial administration 
in Moldavia – discussed in the previous section – prompted Zamoyski into 
action. On 26 August 1595, he consulted senators present in his army, who 
expressed their support for the idea of entering Moldavia and claiming it for 
the Commonwealth.62 Securing their consent was not difficult given that the 
top echelons of the military were staffed almost exclusively by Zamoyski’s 
clients and associates. In early September, the army of seven thousand men 
crossed the Dniester and entered Moldavia, forcing Ştefan Răzvan to flee and 
installing Zamoyski’s client, Ieremia Movilă, as the new voivode.63 The troops 
then advanced south towards Iaşi and, after occupying the city, moved to a more 
defensible position at Țuțora to await Crimean troops.

As I have already mentioned, defending these gains turned out to be easier 
than Zamoyski had anticipated. After two days of inconclusive fighting, Khan 
Ghazi Giray II reached an agreement with the hetman and recognized Movilă 
as the new voivode, promising to support the latter at the Porte. With Movilă’s 
position secured, Zamoyski returned to the Commonwealth to prepare for the 
upcoming Sejm, leaving part of his troops to protect Polish–Lithuanian position 
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in the principality. The campaign was a resounding military and diplomatic 
success. In one swift move, the chancellor managed to re-establish Polish–
Lithuanian claims to the principality and install his own candidate on the throne 
without alienating the Sublime Porte.

This new framework was reflected in two important documents. The first 
one, the instrument of peace issued by the khan, did not amount to an Ottoman 
‘ahdname, but nonetheless recognized Zamoyski’s actions in Moldavia and 
secured the throne for Ieremia Movilă.64 However, even interesting document 
was the oath sworn by the new voivode, which regulated the relationship 
between him and the Polish Crown. While the oath was delivered orally, it was 
subsequently written down and signed by the boyars. It included several far-
reaching provisions, which went beyond the voivode’s recognition of Polish–
Lithuanian suzerainty.65

The most important condition sworn by Ieremia Movilă was the promise 
to carry out the incorporation of Moldavia to the Polish–Lithuanian 
Commonwealth. The details of the arrangement are unknown, and there is 
considerable divergence of opinion what the future status of the principality 
would have been. While Constantin Rezachevici argued that Moldavia would 
become but one of the palatinates, Cristian Bobicescu suggested that its status 
would be more akin to that of the Polish Crown or the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, 
as one of the constitutive parts of the composite monarchy.66 The phrasing of the 
document is unclear, but none of the interpretations seems entirely correct. On 
the one hand, it is clear that, following the incorporation, Moldavia would retain 
some institutional identity; however, the document also stated that it would 
become part of the Crown rather than enjoy the position of parity.67 While the 
text exhibits some similarities to the Union of Lublin from 1569, it seems more 
likely that the future status of Moldavia would be similar to that of Royal Prussia, 
which retained its specific institutional arrangements and strong regionalism, 
while at the same time being an integral part of the Polish Crown.68

Another critical concession granted Moldavian boyars the right to acquire 
landed estates in Polish–Lithuanian territories and the permission for nobles 
to do the same in Moldavia. In many respects, the point mirrored similar 
arrangements included in the act of Union of Lublin. However, as in the case 
of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, this legal parity effectively favoured the 
interests of Polish elites, which enjoyed political and economic superiority over 
their Moldavian counterparts. In the Grand Duchy, access to landownership 
constituted a constant source of tension throughout the early modern period. 
Less affluent than their Polish peers, Lithuanian nobles consequently tried to 
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prevent them from the ranks of landholders. The Third Lithuanian Statute, 
adopted in 1588, effectively ignored the realities of the union, aimed at 
excluding Crown nobility from inheriting or buying landed estates, and for a 
good reason. The fear of being marginalized by wealthier Poles fuelled much 
of Lithuanian regionalism, which on several occasions led to deep institutional 
crises within the Commonwealth.69 Given that Moldavian boyars wielded even 
fewer resources than the Lithuanians, this stipulation carried considerable risks 
for the survival of the local elite.

This brings us to the motives that drove the incorporation plans. Most scholars 
addressing the topic highlighted the Commonwealth’s geopolitical interests in 
the region. According to Dariusz Skorupa and Dariusz Milewski, Zamoyski’s 
goal was to improve border security against the Crimean Tatars and the Sublime 
Porte by cutting the land route from Crimea to the Ottoman lands.70 However, 
this seems unlikely and incorporating Moldavia would hardly reduce the threat. 
Annexing Moldavia would actually extend the already long steppe border with 
Crimean and Ottoman lands, thus exposing the Commonwealth to the attacks. 
Given that the Polish-Lithuanian army was already spread thin, it was hardly 
capable of providing additional security to an even longer stretch of the open 
frontier. Moreover, the annexation would almost certainly result in Ottoman 
military response, dragging the Commonwealth into a full-scale conflict. Thus, 
annexing Moldavia would likely spark an open conflict with the Sublime Porte, 
which most Polish-Lithuanian nobles, including Zamoyski, hoped to prevent.

Instead, the main rationale for these incorporation plans seems to lay in 
economic resources of the principality rather than geopolitical concerns. As 
Cristian Bobicescu demonstrated, beginning in 1595 the future colonization of 
Moldavia by the Polish nobility was a widely discussed matter within Zamoyski’s 
entourage. In correspondence between members of the faction and in diplomatic 
reports from Poland-Lithuania, we find frequent references to the concept of 
redistributing the land among ‘men of merit’, particularly soldiers.71 In this sense, 
it would constitute a remedy to the growing number of landless nobles in the late 
sixteenth century, while also benefiting the magnates and middle gentry.72

While one would expect such plan to garner universal support, the following 
Sejm showed considerable opposition against the Hetman’s actions, accusing 
him of pursuing his own political interests rather than upholding those of 
the Commonwealth.73 Moreover, there is little evidence that Zamoyski was 
particularly concerned about the plight of landless brethren, which had little 
political clout and was not the constituency the chancellor was hoping to attract. 
One would also hardly expect Zamoyski to promote the interests of his adversaries  
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among the magnates. The annexation of Moldavia and subsequent redistribution 
of land was not meant to profit all nobility in an equal manner, but instead was 
intended to satisfy the demands of Zamoyski’s own men.

That this was the case is suggested by the circumstances in which Ieremia 
Movilă performed his oath in 1595. The act itself took place in Zamoyski’s 
tent, with few people in attendance, including the chancellor himself, Stanisław 
Żółkiewski and Jan Szczęsny Herburt.74 Whereas the presence of Zamoyski and 
his second-in-command, Żółkiewski, is easy to explain given their military and 
official seniority, Herburt’s is not. His only official position was that of starosta 
of Mostys’ka, which put him well below other participants of the campaign. In 
short, his participation on such a momentous and secretive occasion does not 
correspond to his relatively modest rank in institutional hierarchies.

However, once we look at Herburt’s position within Zamoyski’s faction, 
his puzzling presence in the tent becomes understandable. A relative of the 
chancellor, Herburt was his client since the beginning of his political career and 
even dedicated a Latin eulogy to his patron.75 Apart from putting his literary 
talents in Zamoyski’s service, Herburt was also a career soldier and an important 
political operative at the Vyšnja dietine, where his family had considerable 
political influence. In this sense, he was the embodiment of Zamoyski’s 
constituency in the region, to whose interests the chancellor had to appeal. At 
the same time, this group was also hit the hardest by the magnate’s conflict with 
the king. When Sigismund III cut off Zamoyski’s backers from appointments 
and the stream of patronage resources dried up, careers of the magnate’s clients 
came to a halt.76 In Herburt’s case, his repeated failures at career advancement 
were exacerbated by his financial woes. Nonetheless, he remained steadfast in 
supporting his patron, hoping that the tables would turn in his favour.

From the perspective of Herburt and his likes, the Moldavian campaign 
offered the prospects of breaking the stranglehold. As a victorious commander, 
Zamoyski would exert considerable sway over the redistribution of Moldavian 
estates in the case of planned incorporation. Having suffered the brunt of 
factional conflict and demonstrated his loyalty, Herburt – along with other 
clients in a similar position – clearly felt entitled to a reward in the form of 
landholdings and offices in the principality. By including the incorporation 
clause into Movilă’s oath and involving Herburt in the event, Zamoyski made 
a concession to his core constituency, offering them a prospect of partaking in 
the benefits from the conquest.77 In the following years, Herburt continued to 
support the chancellor, while at the same time insisting on the annexation of the 
principality.
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By declaring his will to annex Moldavia, Zamoyski made a commitment that 
his Ruthenian clients would be soon rewarded, thus reinforcing their loyalty. 
However, the oath carried considerable risk for the cohesion of his cross-border 
faction. Quite naturally, Ieremia Movilă and Moldavian boyars were far from 
enthralled by the prospect of having to give up their political power and landed 
estates to Zamoyski’s Polish clients. Instead, they opted for the preservation of 
Moldavia as a dependent principality. Since the interests of ‘incorporationist’ 
and ‘autonomist’ currents within the faction were irreconcilable, the rift between 
them was bound to grow wider. Eventually, this would force Zamoyski into a 
difficult position of prioritizing one pressure group over another, thus running 
the risk of alienating a large chunk of his patronage network.

The contradictory interests of these two groups came to light at the Sejm of 
1597. Overall, the proceedings seem like a victory for Zamoyski, who managed 
to humiliate his adversary, Prince Kostjantyn-Vasyl Ostroz’kyj, and his clients 
remained active during the debates. Still, several public appearances suggest 
a growing tension among the chancellor’s men. The Moldavian embassy, 
comprising representatives of all estates, asked the king to confirm their privileges, 
including the boyars’ exclusive rights to hold land and offices of Moldavia.78 This 
clearly contravened the demands of Zamoyski’s Polish clients and was ultimately 
rejected by the king. At the same time, Herburt who made his appearance at the 
Sejm as a representative of the army, delivered an impassioned speech in defence 
of his brothers-in-arms and demanded rewards for their service. The tone was 
extremely harsh, and thinly veiled warnings bordered on the crime of lese majesté:

It is my hope that it won’t come to what happened to a Turkish emperor Basoktis 
[sic!]. Soldiers asked him to promote one of their own to the rank of pasha, but he 
refused their demands and showed no gratitude for their knightly service. Thus, 
[disgruntled], they decided to kill him and send his head to King Matthias.79

It is unclear whether Herburt acted on his own or consulted the speech with 
Zamoyski. If the king conceded and rewarded Herburt and other soldiers, 
the upcoming clash within Zamoyski’s faction could be alleviated by bringing 
more resources to the patronage network. The fact that Herburt supported 
the chancellor’s agenda at Vyšnja and the following year was sent to Istanbul 
as the grand ambassador suggests that he was not acting against Zamoyski. 
Nonetheless, the harsh tone of his speech indicates that his patience was wearing 
thin. However, the king did not give in, and the frustrated chancellor remarked 
that his pleas were as effective as ‘throwing beans against the wall’.80 Some clients 
began to abandon him, and the tensions within the faction continued to mount.81



Annexing Moldavia 169

Herburt’s mission to the Porte epitomized this escalation. Its central goal 
was to secure Ottoman recognition of Polish–Lithuanian rights to Moldavia, a 
necessary step to consolidate the gains. For the mission to succeed, Herburt was 
instructed to coordinate his efforts with Ieremia Movilă. Rather than working 
together, the two engaged in constant squabbles and exchanged snubs, and the 
mission failed short of its stated goal.82 Herburt’s relationship with his patron also 
cooled, particularly when he left the estates leased from Zamoyski just before the 
harvest without notifying the chancellor, which disrupted fieldworks.83

Soon, new developments upset the balance of power in the region and 
accelerated the conflict. In 1599 Wallachian voivode Michael the Brave invaded 
Transylvania and defeated Prince András Báthory (1598–9), Zamoyski’s relative, 
taking control of the principality. In May the following year, Michael invaded 
Moldavia and quickly ousted Ieremia Movilă.84 The latter fled to the border 
castle of Hotin and immediately called Zamoyski for help. By September 1600 
the chancellor entered Moldavia for the second time and quickly restored 
Movilă’s rule. Seeing this as an opportune moment to extend his influence, 
Zamoyski moved south into Wallachia, defeating Michael in the battle of Bucov 
and putting Ieremia’s brother, Simion, as the new voivode there.85

From the military point of view, the campaign was another resounding success, 
even if Simion’s rule in Wallachia turned out to be short-lived.86 However, in the 
backstage, the Zamoyski–Movilă faction seemed to unravel. When the troops 
established a camp near Suceava, the only Moldavian fortress to mount any 
resistance, the chancellor demanded that Ieremia fulfil his obligation to carry 
out the incorporation.87 The voivode flatly rejected the request, and infuriated 
Zamoyski began to consider replacing him with a more malleable candidate. 
However, there seemed to be no suitable candidate and eventually, the chancellor 
renounced his plans. Instead, he drew up a new oath of allegiance, sworn by 
both Ieremia and Simion Movilă.88 It omitted any references to incorporation, 
instead opting for annual payments to the royal treasury and a contribution 
to the upkeep of Polish–Lithuanian forces stationed in the principalities. The 
clause regarding land grants to well-deserving people was included, but the final 
say would belong to the voivode rather than the king, effectively rendering the 
whole issue moot and privileging Moldavian boyars with noble indigenatus.89

This new arrangement marked a victory for the Movilăs and left Herburt’s 
camp empty-handed. While Zamoyski managed to hold to the Moldavian–
Wallachian section of his patronage network, this came at the cost. Disillusioned 
with the patron who failed to protect his interests, Herburt increasingly 
distanced himself from the chancellor. This sense of betrayal seems to have 
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been widespread among the soldiers, who in 1601 refused to follow orders until 
the arrears were paid. Unable to procure the money from the royal treasury, 
Zamoyski was forced to earmark his own resources to pacify his subordinates. 
At the same time, in January 1603 Herburt, until that point a loyal agent of 
the chancellor, flatly refused to attend to his patron’s interests at the upcoming 
dietine, claiming that he was ‘too busy’ with his own matters.90 He launched a 
last-ditch attempt to bring incorporation plans to fruition, this time on his home 
turf in Ruthenia. During a dietine in Vyšnja, he laid out a plan to annex Moldavia 
and Wallachia, claiming that they rightfully belonged to the Commonwealth by 
historical precedent and the right of conquest.91 The land was to be distributed 
between deserving noblemen, who would also take over newly created offices. 
The fact that none of Zamoyski’s other agents at the dietine supported the 
motion shows that Herburt was acting alone and ultimately failed in his efforts.

In a somewhat paradoxical manner, two militarily successful campaigns 
left Zamoyski’s faction weaker and more divided than it had been before. The 
chancellor lost at least one of his key clients, while his vacillating position 
regarding Ieremia Movilă cooled the relationship between them. This somewhat 
surprising result illustrates the difficulties in managing cross-border networks 
and the inherent problems connected with Polish–Lithuanian nobility’s focus 
on landholding and fixed capital. Since land could not be multiplied, the rivalry 
between ‘incorporationists’ and ‘autonomists’ was effectively a zero-sum game 
between Polish–Lithuanian and Moldavian sections of Zamoyski’s clientele.

This irreconcilable conflict put the chancellor in an impossible position, 
stuck between two opposing visions of his faction’s ‘moral economy’. On the 
one hand, Herburt and his supporters considered themselves entitled to partake 
in the windfall produced by the conquest of Moldavia and Wallachia. After 
all, they had remained loyal to Zamoyski and shared his hardships, when the 
king reduced the flow of patronage resources to a trickle. When the prospect 
of reward presented itself, it seemed obvious to them that their interests would 
take precedence. However, this would require side-lining the Moldavian section 
of the patronage network, as Ieremia Movilă and the boyars were unwilling to 
concede. As the principality’s local elite, they considered themselves rightful 
masters of the country and its resources, which they did not want to relinquish 
in order to satisfy Zamoyski’s Polish clients. While facilitating the exchange of 
resources, the cross-border nature of the faction ultimately worked against any 
annexation plans.

In many respects, Zamoyski’s intervention may seem like a state affair. The 
magnate justified his decision by invoking his duties as an official of the Crown 
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and during his military campaigns relied on the standing army. However, this 
should not detract us from the fact that the whole affair was driven by factional 
concerns, and state resources were deployed to keep the chancellor’s faction 
together rather than pursuit geopolitical goals. While the main impulse came 
from the conflict within the Polish–Lithuanian arena, it quickly spilled beyond 
its boundaries and throughout Zamoyski’s cross-border faction. It was ultimately 
the cross-border factional aspect that both informed the magnate’s strategy and 
ultimately put him into an impossible situation of satisfying mutually exclusive 
expectations of his clientele.

The king and the poet: Sobieski’s failure in Moldavia

The year 1672 brought a sudden shift in the balance of power between Poland–
Lithuania and the Ottoman Empire. In summer, a massive Ottoman army led 
by Mehmed IV and Köprülü Ahmed Pasha marched north into the Polish–
Lithuanian province of Podolia. The war took the Commonwealth off guard. 
The country stumbled towards a civil war between the supporters of King 
Michael I (1669–73) and his opponents; many nobles did not believe the news of 
an impending invasion, considering it a ploy against the monarch. The fortress 
of Kam’janec’, the key to Polish–Lithuanian defence system, surrendered after 
just a week of siege. The conditions imposed by the Porte were harsh: in the 
Treaty of Bučač in October 1672, the Commonwealth had to cede control over 
Podolia and Right-Bank Ukraine and agree to pay an annual harac to the Porte.92

The humiliation of Bučač united the nobility and muted internal disputes. 
The Sejm rejected the treaty and voted new taxes to finance a renewed military 
effort. In the campaign of 1673, the Polish–Lithuanian army led by Crown 
Grand Hetman Jan Sobieski was able to recoup some losses and score a major 
victory in the battle of Hotin (10–11 November 1673).93 This success fell short of 
re-establishing control over Podolia. However, it gave a huge boost to Sobieski’s 
popularity and King Michael’s death on the eve of the battle paved the way for 
the magnate’s election as the new ruler. Having ascended the throne as John III 
(1674–96), Sobieski continued the war against the Porte for three more years. 
Ultimately, the treaty of Žuravna (1676) brought an end to the hostilities. The 
Commonwealth failed to reconquer the provinces it had lost in 1672 but was 
freed from the humiliating obligation to pay tribute to the Ottomans.94

The following two decades saw the resurgence of factional interests in the 
Danubian principalities, driven by Sobieski’s dynastic plans. This represents a 
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peculiar case in that John III – the leader of the faction – was at the same time the 
ruler of the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth; thus, it may be argued that the 
king’s Moldavian–Wallachian designs were an outgrowth of state-driven policy. 
However, there are reasons that favour a faction-oriented reading of his actions. 
Ascending the throne did not mean that Sobieski was above the fray of factional 
politics. The elective character of the monarchy and the balance of power 
were exacerbated by Sobieski’s position as a magnate-turned-ruler. Despite his 
military achievements, Sobieski’s encountered considerable opposition among 
the magnates, as many were jealous to see him ascending the throne. Unlike 
his predecessor, who had been either monarchs elsewhere, or at least scions of 
ruling dynasties, Sobieski had no prestigious dynastic lineage that would set 
him apart from the Commonwealth’s elite. To rise above the polarized political 
landscape and enhance his prestige, he had to bring in new resources and put his 
reign and his family’s position on a stronger footing.

This he hoped to accomplish by establishing dynastic rule in one of the 
polities adjacent to Poland–Lithuania. Initially, his plan involved an alliance 
with Sweden and France to take control of Ducal Prussia, a former satellite of 
the Commonwealth to which it had to renounce its rights in 1657.95 French 
diplomacy was also to assist Polish–Lithuanian efforts to renegotiate the treaty 
of Žuravna. His hopes were dashed on both accounts. Louis XIV opted for an 
alliance with Elector Friedrich Wilhelm and abandoned his support for Sobieski’s 
plans altogether. In turn, the Porte refused to discuss any territorial changes. 
Disillusioned, John III began to shift his strategy, moving towards an alliance 
with the Habsburgs and a new war against the Ottoman Empire. Moldavia and 
Wallachia rather than Ducal Prussia would thus become the intended power 
base of the Sobieski family.

Sobieski seemed well-positioned to bring those plans to the fruition. As a 
major landholder in the Ukraine and a former Crown grand hetman, he had 
intimate knowledge of regional affairs and knew at least some Ottoman Turkish 
and Romanian languages. Moreover, during the battle of Hotin, a number 
of Moldavian boyars, including Voivode Ştefan Petriceicu, abandoned the 
Ottoman camp and took up residence in the Commonwealth.96 The king quickly 
established himself as the émigrés’ patron, providing them with employment in 
the army and supporting their efforts to secure Polish noble titles.97 Finally, his 
plans to reconquer Podolia and Ukraine enjoyed the support of the vocal lobby 
of exiles from the lost palatinates, who hoped to return to their estates.98

The key figure in this plan matter was Miron Costin, one of the wealthiest 
and most influential Moldavian boyars of the second half of the seventeenth 
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century. A son of a one-time Polish–Lithuanian candidate to the throne, Iancu 
Costin, Miron grew up in Podolia and had deep ties with the Polish–Lithuanian 
elite. While his father was illiterate, Costin received a thorough education in the 
Jesuit college in Bar before returning to Moldavia in the 1650s. There, he quickly 
became one of the central political figures, holding the highest-ranking office 
of the grand logofăt (chancellor). His move to Moldavia did not mean breaking 
off ties with the Polish–Lithuanian elites; on the contrary, he maintained 
frequent correspondence with Sobieski and one of his closest associates, Marek 
Matczyński.99 Although he did not side with Petriceicu upon the latter’s defection 
to the Commonwealth, he has been widely considered by historians as a leader 
of the pro-Polish party in Moldavia and was expected to play a pivotal role in 
Sobieski’s designs for the principality.

Polish–Ottoman hostilities resumed in 1683. Having signed a military alliance 
with Emperor Leopold I, Sobieski led an expedition to relieve Vienna and his 
troops were instrumental in lifting the siege. At the same time, a secondary 
front opened in Moldavia and Ottoman-controlled Ukraine. In November a 
Polish raid led by Crown Field Hetman Andrzej Potocki captured incumbent 
voivode Gheorghe Duca and his entourage, installing Ştefan Petriceicu in Iaşi. 
The captives, including Miron Costin, were transported to the Commonwealth, 
where Duca soon passed away.100

Given Miron Costin’s ties to Sobieski and his presumed standpoint as the 
Polish-Lithuanian sympathizer, it has been argued that Costin had been in 
cahoots with the king and orchestrated Duca’s capture.101 However, there is no 
evidence to support this claim, and the captive boyar was imprisoned along with 
others in Potocki’s residence. Only subsequently was he transported to the royal 
residence at Javoriv, where he met the king in person. The meeting took place 
in a friendly atmosphere and Costin was moved to Dašava, where he enjoyed 
relative freedom of movement.102

This preferential treatment was partly the result of Costin’s long-standing ties 
to the king’s close advisor, Marek Matczyński, and did not necessarily mean that 
the boyar had been acting as the king’s agent in Moldavia. Nonetheless, Sobieski 
clearly hoped to co-opt Costin in order to expand his base in the principality. The 
short reign of Petriceicu in 1683–4 clearly demonstrated that the voivode failed 
to muster sufficient support, and Costin’s political clout made him an important 
ally for the future, as well as the focal point for Sobieski’s sympathizers among 
the boyars.103

Initially, these hopes seemed well-founded. On 25 July 1684 boyars 
assembled in Žovkva presented the king with a memorandum laying out the 
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future status of the principality. According to this project, after the Ottomans 
were ousted from Moldavia, the principality would join the Polish–Lithuanian 
Commonwealth and the boyars would receive the same status as the nobility 
under the authority of the Polish monarch.104 It is unclear on whose initiative 
the memorandum was drawn up. By this point, Moldavian emigration in the 
Commonwealth included three distinct groups.105 The first one comprised 
petty boyars, who came and went depending on the military and political 
situation in Moldavia and had only limited political influence. The second 
group consisted of ‘old émigrés’, who defected to the Polish–Lithuanian 
camp with Petriceicu back in 1673. While initially this group counted up 
to a thousand individuals, its numbers dwindled throughout the 1670s.106 
Finally, another group included high-ranking officials taken by Potocki in 
1684; while they held considerable sway in Moldavian politics, their move 
to Poland–Lithuania was involuntary and did not necessarily indicate their 
political sympathies.

As Lidia Vlasova pointed out, it was the latter group behind the memorandum. 
The document ignored the interests of the voivode altogether, which would 
have been unlikely if the initiative came from Petriceicu’s backers.107 Instead, 
it focused on the interests of high-ranking boyars and seems to indicate the 
growing position of this group – and Miron Costin personally – in Sobieski’s 
patronage network and political designs. The proposed arrangement did not 
necessarily erase Moldavia’s political identity; instead, the project envisioned 
the inclusion of Moldavia into the composite monarchy on par with the Polish 
Crown and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, with the latter explicitly mentioned 
as the blueprint for the principality’s future status.

Equally important, however, is what was missing from the project, namely 
landownership rights. As I have mentioned in the previous section, the control 
of landed estates had been a particularly contentious issue within Zamoyski’s 
faction and encountered considerable opposition in Moldavia. Given the 
centrality of this topic, its omission from the memorandum is telling and 
illustrates the boyar’s resolve to retain control of the principality’s resources. The 
Moldavian elite were ready to give up on the institution of the voivode, but they 
were clearly unwilling to relinquish monopoly on landholding. Nonetheless, for 
John III the memorandum seemed to promise the boyars’ support for his plans 
and showed the path forward.

By December 1684, Costin appealed to the king, requesting his permission to 
return to Moldavia. According to the boyar, his prolonged sojourn in Poland–
Lithuania cast doubts on his loyalty and posed a grave danger to his relatives, 
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who remained in Moldavia. As proof, he presented the king with a letter from 
his brother Velicico:

We wonder why, being in this free and safe country and surrounded by people 
not prone to unfounded suspicions, you have not sent us any news regarding 
your fortunes and your health. It made us think that you have rejected Moldavia 
as your homeland. The voivode himself, after such a long time without any news, 
decided to summon you and assure you of his good dispositions towards you 
[…] and I second that with my brotherly plea. For the love of God, if you have 
decided not to return, please change your mind and reject that thought, because 
it would bring death upon us and your own children. It is my understanding that 
His Majesty, being of sound mind and with a great heart, who has been the lord 
and patron of our family for so long, would not prohibit you to come here.108

However, it seems that the letter, rather than by Velicico, was authored or at 
least heavily edited by Miron Costin. It bears the stylistic characteristics of the 
latter’s writing style, and it seems to be intended for John III rather than the boyar 
himself. By this point, Costin was already pleading to the king for permission to 
leave, and the focus of the whole letter was the declaration of the family’s loyalty to 
their patron and the eulogy of Sobieski. The strategy worked, as Costin was soon 
let go for Moldavia, promising to become a pillar in Sobieski’s Moldavian designs.

Throughout the year 1685, Costin maintained intensive correspondence 
with the king, mediating between him and the new ruler Constantin Cantemir 
(1685–93). His ascension to the throne was itself a product of cross-border 
patronage. According to Ion Neculce, the incumbent ruler of Wallachia, 
Şerban Cantacuzino (r. 1678–88), utilized his own connections at the Porte to 
promote relatively poor and effectively illiterate Cantemir as a means to establish 
control over Moldavia and settle scores with the Ruset family, influential in the 
principalities and at the imperial centre.109 Cantemir, while enforcing orders 
coming from the Porte, seemed open to Sobieski’s overtures. However, the 
negotiations soon collapsed and in 1686 Sobieski organized a major expedition 
meant to bring Moldavia to the fold. In July 1686 a thirty-thousand-strong Polish–
Lithuanian army entered the principality, and the king issued a proclamation 
encouraging Moldavians to join his side.110 At the same time, he dispatched letters 
to Miron and Velicico Costins, ordering them to foment unrest among Cantemir’s 
troops. By mid-August, the royal army entered Iaşi, while the voivode withdrew 
with his troops and treasury towards the Ottoman border. Entering the capital, 
Sobieski was allegedly received enthusiastically by the inhabitants and greeted by 
a delegation of boyars led by Metropolitan Dosoftei.111 Both Costins were absent 
from the crowd; rather than joining the king, they retreated with the voivode.112
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Soon, Sobieski’s position in the principalities deteriorated. Moldavian forces, 
supported by Ottoman and Tatar troops, mounted stiff resistance and the hopes 
that boyars would flock to the Polish–Lithuanian camp did not materialize. 
The king’s hopes for Cantemir’s defection also proved futile. Harsh terrain, 
terrible weather and disease took their toll on Sobieski’s troops. To make matters 
worse, a fire consumed much of Iaşi, destroying warehouses and leaving the 
army without necessary supplies. The campaign, which consumed large sums 
of money and war materiel ended in a humiliating retreat. No major objective 
was accomplished, and all Sobieski was able to wrest was control of few minor 
fortresses in the north of the country.

Most importantly, however, Miron Costin had a hand in this disappointing 
outcome. Although most scholars have generally claimed that he tried to assist 
Polish–Lithuanian efforts, Lidia Vlasova rightly pointed out that there is no 
evidence to support the thesis.113 While the boyar exchanged correspondence 
with Sobieski, he failed to contribute in any substantial way to improve the 
prospect of victory. Even if we assume that he remained in Cantemir’s camp as 
a part of the plan to gather intelligence for the king, there is no doubt that he 
adopted a wait-and-see standpoint, which proved fatal for royal plans and sat 
uneasily with Costin’s image as the leader of a pro-Polish faction.

Sobieski was clearly disappointed with the campaign and the lack of boyar 
support. While he maintained contact with Miron Costin, he also changed 
his policy regarding Moldavia. He no longer seemed focused on swaying the 
Moldavian elite, but rather consolidating the gains and harnessing resources for 
the war effort. This took the form of the colonization plans pursued primarily 
by Crown Grand Hetman Jan Stanisław Jabłonowski.114 The landholdings in 
the territories controlled by Polish forces were to be seized and redistributed 
among deserving soldiers. Some concessions were made to Moldavian boyars, 
who had decisively sided with the king, such as Constantin Turcul, appointed 
the starosta of Cernăuți.115 However, overall, this shift towards colonization 
demonstrated Sobieski’s growing disillusionment with his Moldavian clients. 
In turn, both Miron Costin and his brother loyally performed their official 
duties as Cantemir’s officials. Velicico, commanding Moldavian troops, actively 
tried to dislodge Polish garrisons in northern Moldavia, while at the same time 
corresponding with Polish commanders.116

In 1691 John III made the last attempt to take control of Moldavia and install 
his son, Jakub, in the principality.117 In comparison with the major campaign of 
1686, the new expedition was a much more modest affair and unfolded in the 
atmosphere of growing indifference of the nobility. In August the small army 
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crossed the Moldavian border, slowly advancing towards Iaşi. The troops were 
constantly harassed by Crimean Tatars and, more importantly, suffered from 
hunger and disease. By October 1691 it became clear that there was no support 
among the boyars for the royal plans and Sobieski decided to pull out from 
Moldavia. While retreating, the army suffered greatly from bad weather, disease 
and enemy raids, losing 1,500 men and most of its equipment and artillery.118 
King John III’s last campaign turned out to be a sorry affair, and his Moldavian 
plans never materialized, largely due to the lack of support from the local elite.

However, why was this support lacking? According to Zdzisław Spieralski, 
by this point, Miron Costin and his faction lost all their influence and were 
being closely watched by the voivode’s agents. In October 1691, Costin sent a 
letter, in which he begged the king to intervene on his behalf and save him and 
his brother.119 Indeed, just two months later Miron and Velicico Costins were 
killed on the orders of Constantin Cantemir. The context would suggest that 
the boyars’ demise was due to their actions during the 1691 campaign, but it 
is telling that Sobieski did not even bother to respond to Miron Costin’s pleas. 
As Lidia Vlasova pointed out, the letter seems to have served as an excuse for 
Costins’ inaction and lack of support.120 Similarly, no Moldavian source draws a 
connection between the two events. Instead, Costins’ death stemmed from the 
internal struggle for power within the principality.

By the late seventeenth century, the Moldavian political scene was divided 
into two major factions, led by the Costins and Rusets, respectively. The rivalry 
between them reached its peak during the reign of Constantin Cantemir. For 
much of this period, a relative equilibrium between the factions was maintained 
due to the efforts of Gavriliță Costache, the grand vornic of Upper Moldavia 
and a partisan of the Costins.121 According to a Moldavian author, Costache’s 
influence with the voivode had been instrumental in reinstating Miron to power 
after his return to Moldavia in 1685.122 Cantemir also made plans for marrying 
his daughter with one of Miron’s sons. However, Costache passed away in 1688, 
depriving the faction of a crucial member with contacts in the Ottoman centre. 
Costache’s death and the demise of Şerban Cantacuzino the same year freed 
Cantemir from having to take his former patron into account. As a result, he 
began promoting his relative, Lupu Bogdan; even more importantly, he recalled 
the Rusets, who had been in exile in the imperial capital.123 The Costins’ 
influence began to slip away. In 1689 Velicico was replaced by Lupu Bogdan 
at the helm of Moldavian army, while Iordache Ruset exercised full control of 
the treasury. This alliance – with Rusets’ extensive holdings in Moldavia and a 
widespread network of familial ties in Istanbul – posed an imminent danger to 
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the vestiges of Costins’ power.124 To add insult to injury, Cantemir scrapped the 
idea of a marital alliance with the boyar family.125

As they were losing grip on power, the Costin faction tried to respond. In 
December 1691, Velicico Costin met with Costache’s sons and Ion Pălade at 
the latter’s wedding. They planned to flee to Wallachia, under the protection 
of Voivode Constantin Brâncoveanu. With his help, they hoped to sway the 
Porte against the incumbent and secure Velicico’s appointment.126 However, 
Constantin Cantemir learned of the meeting and immediately ordered its 
participants arrested and brought to the court. According to Ion Neculce, 
the voivode personally beheaded Velicico, and only a handful of conspirators 
managed to evade capture.127 Ruset and Bogdan also convinced Cantemir to 
arrest Miron Costin, who had not participated in the meeting and was allegedly 
unaware of the conspiracy, but this did not save him from death. The Costins’ 
faction was defeated, and the Rusets gained the upper hand.

The conflict between these two factions was often described as an ideological 
clash between pro-Polish and pro-Ottoman groups within the Moldavian elite. 
However, there is little to support this thesis, and the gist of the conflict seems to 
have been a domestic one. First, despite his allegedly pro-Polish stance, Costin 
did surprisingly little to substantiate this claim. In 1673 he refused to join Ştefan 
Petriceicu in Polish-Lithuanian exile. In 1684, he remained loyal to Gheorghe 
Duca and his move to the Commonwealth was an involuntary one. Finally, in 
1686–91 he adopted a passive strategy and failed to provide any assistance to 
Sobieski’s war effort. Secondly, calling the likes of Lupu Bogdan as pro-Ottoman 
partisans is also misleading. Bogdan himself shifted his allegiance several times 
during the war. In 1684 he backed Ştefan Petriceicu’s short-lived reign in Moldavia 
only to abandon him and join the camp of his relative, Constantin Cantemir. His 
subsequent actions followed the same pattern. Somewhat ironically, Iordache 
Ruset and Lupu Bogdan, the leaders of the ‘pro-Ottoman’ faction and instigators 
of Miron Costin’s death, successfully sought Polish–Lithuanian protection 
in 1693, when the Porte appointed their enemy, Constantin Duca, as the new 
voivode.128

Sobieski’s attempts to establish control over the Danubian principalities have 
much in common with that of Zamoyski. With a shaky position within the 
Polish–Lithuanian political arena, he sought to enhance his authority by taking 
control over Moldavia and Wallachia. As in the other episodes discussed in this 
chapter, his goal was factional in nature rather than geopolitical, and should be 
interpreted within a factional key. His patronage over Costin, the king thought, 
would facilitate the task, given their long-standing relationship that spanned 
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over two decades. However, while Costin was willing to provide some support, 
there was a limit to his commitment. As long as the interests of the king and the 
boyar aligned, the cooperation proceeded smoothly. However, Costin was quick 
to defect as soon as the interests of his patron clashed with his own.

Why did Moldavia and Wallachia survive?

According to Ion Neculce, when Ottoman troops besieged the fortress of 
Kam’janec’ in 1672, Köprülü Ahmed Pasha asked Miron Costin:

The vizier ordered him to tell the truth [and asked]: ‘Do you rejoice that the 
emperor took Kam’janec’?’ Miron replied that he feared to tell the truth. The 
vizier smiled and began to laugh, telling him not to worry. To this Miron 
responded: ‘We Moldavians are happy that the sultan’s domains expand, but we 
would prefer if it grew in some other direction.’129

As the evidence in this chapter has shown, the Moldavians could say the same 
about the Commonwealth. While eager to establish individual alliances with 
Ottoman and Polish–Lithuanian elites, they obstructed the attempts to merge 
the political arenas. They profited from the exchange of resources but were 
against bringing down the barriers that separated them from their counterparts.

The behaviour of Moldavian boyars casts doubts on the presumed existence 
of ‘pro-Polish’ and ‘pro-Ottoman’ factions. This distinction hinges on the notion 
of two ideologically opposed, coherent camps, and is often filtered through the 
nationalist lens, which projects an opposition between pro-Christian ‘freedom 
fighters’ and collaborationists profiteering from the ‘Turkish yoke’. However, 
drawing such a clear-cut picture misrepresents the realities on the ground. As 
Lidia Vlasova pointed out, the boyars were interested first and foremost in their 
own socio-political position rather than international trends. The allegiances of 
individual boyars to one party or another were in constant flux, and the goals of 
each group were basically the same, even if the means they employed differed 
depending on the circumstances.130 According to her, throughout the early 
modern period, the Moldavian revenue-extraction system oscillated between two 
distinct models: seigneurial-feudal and fiscal-statist. In the former, the surplus 
from agricultural production was extracted by individual boyars in the form of 
rents from the demesne, while the latter procured revenue from tax collection in 
which they boyars partook. According to the author, Moldavia’s integration into 
the Polish–Lithuanian system would strengthen the former tendency, providing 
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high-ranking boyars with immunities, while marginalizing those with smaller 
estates, like the Cantemir family. In turn, the continued allegiance to the Porte 
would entrench the fiscal-statist model.131

Although they adhere to Soviet-style Marxist orthodoxy, Vlasova’s arguments 
are worth our attention, as they provide a link between political developments and 
a deeper structural background. However, its singular focus on class interests falls 
short of explaining the divergence among the boyars. If the political orientations 
were hardwired to economic interests, why would individual allegiances shift so 
frequently? Moreover, if wealthy boyars, like Miron Costin, had so much to gain 
from strengthening the seigneurial-feudal mode of extraction, why would they 
steer away from the Polish–Lithuanian bid for power?

Answering these questions leads us away from the Marxist standpoint 
adopted by Vlasova. As I have demonstrated in previous chapters, actors 
on each side of the border sought to use patron–client relations to procure 
resources that would otherwise remain beyond their reach. Their capacity to 
establish such ties would determine their position, depending on the political 
conjuncture. For instance, during Constantin Cantemir’s reign, Iordache Ruset 
and Lupu Bogdan profited from their association with the ruler and pursued 
a ‘pro-Ottoman’ policy. However, once Constantin Duca took over the throne, 
they fled to Poland–Lithuania. Would this make them suddenly the leaders of 
the ‘pro-Polish’ party? Hardly. Thus, it is more appropriate to see the political 
landscape of the principalities as shaped by patronage relations and factional 
rivalries rather than international politics.

The role of personal and factional interests allows us to explain tensions 
associated with the annexation projects. A radical redrawing of the political map 
brought to the fore contradictory interests of different cliques within the cross-
border patronage network. In Zamoyski–Movilă faction, the annexation attempt 
unearthed contradictory goals and ‘moral economies’ of redistribution within 
the faction, which eventually undid the project and damaged the cohesion of the 
network. In the Ottoman attempt of 1595, the fragmentation of the imperial elite 
and the availability of cross-border patronage as a risk-averse solution prompted 
the grandees to abandon the scheme altogether after a single try. The Ottoman 
elite could procure financial resources, while boyars could also cut their share of 
the revenue and secure political support. While not equally remunerative for all 
actors, it was nonetheless convenient and efficient enough, and the losers in this 
arrangement lacked the influence necessary to restructure the system.

Thirdly, procuring resources from beyond the pale was one thing; integrating 
the political arenas was another. Moldavian–Wallachian boyars had no qualms 
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about involving Polish–Lithuanian magnates or Ottoman grandees into internal 
power struggles, but they dissociated themselves from any annexation attempts. 
Even if they paid lip service to the idea, they clearly obstructed any steps to 
carry out such plans. It is not difficult to understand why. Moldavian and 
Wallachian boyars controlled comparatively meagre resources and could be 
easily overshadowed by their rivals if the existing barriers were brought down. 
Thus, by becoming part of Poland–Lithuania, the boyars could only lose. The 
Lithuanian middle gentry and its anxiety about the influx of new rivals from the 
Crown serve as a good analogy in this respect.

Finally, the failed annexation attempts elucidate the crucial difference in 
cross-border patronage of Polish–Lithuanian magnates and Ottoman grandees. 
Both in 1595–1600 and the 1680s, the elites of the Commonwealth sought to 
secure control of landed estates and redistribute them among the nobility, in 
line with the cultural models and patterns of a relatively non-monetized and 
land-oriented economy dominant in Poland–Lithuania. This stood in stark 
contrast with the Ottoman approach. Even when the Porte tried to do away with 
the Danubian principalities, it did not seek the rearrangement of agricultural 
relations: rather than creating timars, Ferhad Pasha and other grandees sought 
to ensure the flow of cash revenues. This system was far more flexible and more 
accommodating for boyars’ interests, and greatly facilitated the ultimate success 
of the Ottoman Empire in the struggle for control of the principalities in the 
seventeenth century, as well as the subsequent integration of Moldavia and 
Wallachia into the imperial system after the Treaty of Karlowitz.



Figure 6.1 Romanian and Ottoman inscriptions commemorating the construction 
of a fountain near the St Spiridon Monastery in Iaşi, 1766.



In hindsight, the Treaty of Karlowitz, concluded on 26 January 1699, constituted 
a major watershed in the history of Ottoman presence in Eastern Europe.1 While 
the demarcation of the boundaries was not a novel practice for the Ottoman elite, 
the ‘ahdname issued to the Polish king retained the rhetorical bluster of earlier 
instruments of peace, much changed in the regional political landscape.2 The 
treaty marked the end of Polish–Ottoman rivalry in the Danubian principalities 
and the Commonwealth’s general withdrawal from the active policy in the 
region. In the following years, the ravages of the Great Northern War (1700–
1721) effectively knocked out Poland–Lithuania, reducing it to an object of 
diplomatic schemes. Rather than to Warsaw, Moldavian and Wallachian boyars 
began to look to the courts of Vienna and Saint Petersburg for alternatives to the 
Ottoman rule.3

Even though the Ottoman Empire emerged from the war with major territorial 
losses and tarnished prestige, it managed to hold to the Danubian principalities 
and even enhance its hegemony in the region. By 1714, the Ottomans 
established a permanent garrison in Moldavian Hotin, and the principalities 
themselves entered what came to be known as ‘the Phanariot period’.4 Polish–
Lithuanian political patronage over Moldavian boyars all but ceased, although 
border exchanges with Ottoman officials of Hotin and elites of the principality 
continued to flourish.5 Thus, by the early eighteenth century, over a century 
of Polish–Ottoman struggles in the Lower Danube region concluded with the 
Ottoman victory. In the following decades, Moldavia and Wallachia became 
even more integrated into the imperial fabric of the ‘Well-Protected Domains’ 
until the second half of the century, when growing Russian threat undermined 
Ottoman hegemony in the region. According to this model, the final outcome 
was a product of a geopolitical rivalry, and ultimately boiled down to the balance 
of military power between the Porte and the Commonwealth.

6

Choosing Ottomans?
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However, once we zoom in at the course of events throughout the seventeenth 
century, the state is conspicuously missing as the moving force. Rather than a 
game of geopolitical chess, what we find instead is a complex fabric of individual 
actors, banding together in cross-border factions to harness necessary resources 
and achieve their goals. Many of those who partook in these networks of patronage 
were office-holders, and on occasions the political competition escalated into a 
full-scale war between the states. Nonetheless, – as I have argued throughout 
the book – the logic that drove the political life and informed the actions of its 
participants was not that of the state, but rather of cross-border factionalism.

Throughout the seventeenth century, Polish–Lithuanian nobles, Ottoman 
officials and Moldavian–Wallachian boyars inhabited a highly competitive 
environment, characterized by fierce rivalry for political and economic resources 
and the growing importance of factional politics. The rise of the factions, itself 
a response to the changing socio-economic conditions, subverted political 
hierarchies, weakening the position of the rulers, while empowering leaders 
of vast patronage networks. Despite structural differences between arenas, the 
process was general throughout the region, with the emerging patronage networks 
wielding considerable political, economic and military resources, which they 
could deploy to prevail over rival groupings or even to challenge the ruler.

While most studies have focused on the process within the bounds of a 
single polity, the expansion of factions – as I have demonstrated throughout the 
study – straddled political boundaries in the region, with important consequences 
for the shape of Eastern European politics. By extending their reach beyond the 
pale and forming cross-border patronage networks, Polish–Lithuanian nobles, 
Ottoman officials and Moldavian–Wallachian boyars were able to access resources 
that they would otherwise be unable to tap. As shown in Chapter 2, in order to do 
so, they repurposed their toolkits of faction-building, selecting appropriate tools 
and adapting them to the specific requirements of cross-border patronage. In the 
process, some methods of providing trust – such as Ottoman practice of political 
slavery – were discarded, others recalibrated. While the resulting toolkits were 
hardly novel in their content, their successful adaptation and deployment proves 
considerable flexibility and adaptability on part of their users.

Once successfully established, cross-border patronage enabled the exchange 
of resources between members of the faction and, consequently, their transfer 
across individual arenas. As the analysis in Chapter 3 demonstrates, these 
consisted of extremely diverse and seemingly incompatible items, ranging from 
watermelons to considerable sums of cash, to tens of thousands of soldiers. What 
gave them relevance was their role in the political, social and economic logic of  
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faction and political competition. Calling on political support, military force, 
financial resources and intelligence of one’s allies on the other side of the border 
brought a competitive advantage and frequently tilted the balance within the 
arena. This was particularly the case of Moldavia and Wallachia, as comparatively 
meagre resources that the local elite wielded could be overwhelmed by 
Polish–Lithuanian or Ottoman powerholders. However, this does not mean 
that Moldavian–Wallachian input did not feature prominently in factional 
strategies. They played a key role in furnishing information, managing the flow 
of communication, and contributed to the upkeep of their patrons’ political 
machines, in many respects providing resources that would be otherwise difficult 
to obtain. Finally, a separate category of gifts served the purpose of maintaining 
the patronage network and expressing its members’ continued commitment to 
the political enterprise.

The different ways in which Moldavian boyars were expected to provide 
economic resources exhibits a crucial difference between Polish–Lithuanian 
and Ottoman modes of cross-border patronage. The latter, operating under 
conditions of a monetized economy, were primarily interested in extracting 
liquid cash, which they could subsequently deploy to financing their political 
household. In contrast, the magnates of the Polish–Moldavian borderland 
generally sought to secure landed estates and pastures within the principality. 
This preference, dictated by both the structure of the Commonwealth’s economy 
and the nobility’s cultural ideal, had far-reaching consequences. Not only was it 
more cumbersome to handle than moveable wealth, but also could be obtained 
only at the expense of local Moldavian elite. As a result, the push for annexation 
of the Danubian principalities was much more pronounced than among 
Ottoman grandees, content with financial windfall from the ‘shadow iltizam’ 
arrangements.

The proliferation of cross-border patronage testifies clearly that they proved 
a reliable mechanism of problem-solving and resource-procurement, eventually 
producing a geography of power different from that dictated by the state. At the 
same time, as more actors jumped the bandwagon, the growing extent of factional 
politics produced unintended effects. Crucially, the fierceness of political rivalry 
within individual arenas and the importance of cross-border ties in the calculus 
of power had an important consequence: by strengthening ties between the 
arenas, it weakened the bonds within them, making it more difficult to enforce 
cooperation between individual actors. Moreover, the increasing entanglement 
meant that factional struggles quickly spilled between the arenas. As I have 
demonstrated in Chapter 4, many conflicts that have been usually interpreted as 
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manifestations of geopolitical rivalry in the region, were in fact clashes between 
cross-border political networks, driven by their interests rather than alleged state 
interests. In such instances, individual actors picked sides not based on their 
political allegiance to a specific ruler or polity but rather a specific cross-border 
faction. Although this frequently involved what we may call state resources, state 
interest played little role in the lead-up and development of such conflicts.

However, competition over resources did not take place only between distinct 
factions, but also within them. Far-flung factions that brought together numerous 
individuals and groups, each with their own vested interests and different 
concepts of how the spoils should be divided, were bound to create tensions. The 
latter sometimes escalated into an open conflict and the breakup of the faction 
into two or more hostile camps. It is telling of the strength and importance of 
cross-border ties that the split usually occurred not along boundaries of the 
arenas, but rather across them, again suggesting that factional allegiance took 
precedence over the political allegiance to a specific ruler. A particularly critical 
point in such networks’ lifetime was the moment of generational change: since 
the members of a factional edifice were tied personally to the patron, whose 
role was to harmonize their often-conflicting interests, his death often triggered 
a struggle for power between his closest subordinates. Some factions – such 
as that of Köprülüs and their Moldavian–Wallachian clients – survived, while 
others disintegrated in the succession conflict.

Similar dynamics played out in the Ottoman and Polish–Lithuanian attempts 
to annex Moldavia and Wallachia, analysed in Chapter 5. These ultimately 
unsuccessful ventures have been interpreted by historians as reflections of 
geopolitical rivalry between the Commonwealth and the Porte, but a closer 
examination of the events suggests a different story. The conditions in which 
they were undertaken, and their ultimate failure subscribed to the logic of cross-
border factionalism, while also demonstrating its limits. Most of these attempts 
were not defeated by enemy forces, but rather by inter- and intra-factional 
struggle within the camp. In 1595, there was little cooperation among Ottoman 
officials to carry out the annexation of the principalities; instead, key figures at 
the Porte actively sabotaged the expedition to remove their personal rivals from 
power. Moreover, after the campaign failed, the likes of Koca Sinan Pasha and his 
successor quickly abandoned the venture altogether, reverting to cross-border 
patronage as a less risky and efficient enough method to procure resources from 
the principalities. The lack of cohesion within the arena and factional bonds 
between Ottoman grandees and Moldavian–Wallachian elites discouraged 
outright annexation while at the same time providing a viable alternative.
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A somewhat similar dynamic played out in the parallel attempt carried out by Jan 
Zamoyski. The grand Crown chancellor had engaged in the venture as a response 
to his conflict with the king, which had deprived him of patronage resources 
he direly needed to satisfy members of his patronage network, whose patience 
was running thin. His plans for annexing Moldavia and Wallachia constituted 
an attempt to escape this situation and provide for his subordinates. However, 
the military success did not alleviate the tensions within his faction. Instead, it 
forced him into an impossible position of trying to mediate between two sections 
of his faction – Moldavian and Polish–Lithuanian – each staking their claim to 
the principalities’ resources they felt entitled to. In effect, Zamoyski’s faction was 
effectively crippled following his Moldavian campaign, as his vacillating position 
alienated both his Polish–Lithuanian and Moldavian–Wallachian clients.

Finally, Sobieski’s attempt to take control of the principalities displayed 
similar features. Although as a ruler of the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth 
his actions lend themselves to a state-centred interpretation, they followed a 
similar logic of cross-border patronage, and its goals were set by his own factional 
interests. Despite his patronage relations with Moldavian elite, his attempt 
similarly fizzled out, as the boyars failed to flock to the royal camp; even his most 
prominent client, Miron Costin, provided only limited assistance and never 
abandoned Voivode Constantin Cantemir’s camp to join his patron. This lack of 
support, as I argued, was due to the fact that Sobieski’s plans directly threatened 
the political, social and economic foundations of the local elite’s status, and went 
beyond what his Moldavian boyars were ready to accept. Ultimately, the failure 
led the king to a more modest plan of managing Moldavia’s resources, engaging 
in a colonization plan that only further alienated the local elite.

The experiences of the failed annexation attempts suggest a different 
interpretation of the reasons why, post-1699, the Danubian principalities 
remained within the orbit of the Sublime Porte. Compared with their Ottoman 
counterparts, Polish–Lithuanian powerholders failed to develop a viable 
mechanism of cross-border patronage that would accommodate interests of their 
Moldavian clients in the long run. While able to mount serious challenges and 
seemingly coming close to establishing their influence in Moldavia, their efforts 
ultimately failed to satisfy the boyars’ demands for political resources. At the 
same time, the economic attitude presented by magnates trying to take over the 
agricultural estates in the principality posed a grave danger for the local elites’ 
ability to remain at the apex of power. Although the latter was eager to draw on the 
political and military resources of their Polish–Lithuanian patrons, they drew a 
line in sand with respect to ventures that would undercut their own basis of power.
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Several external factors also made Polish–Moldavian cooperation less likely. 
Whereas in the first half of the seventeenth century, the nobility of the Commonwealth 
was still multi-confessional, this attitude changed significantly in the aftermath 
of the 1648 Cossack rebellion. The uprising and subsequent war with Muscovy 
eroded the position of the Orthodox community, increasingly associated with tsarist 
sympathizers and marginalized in public life. This growing wave of Catholicization 
increasingly distanced Polish–Lithuanian nobility from their Moldavian–Wallachian 
counterparts. Taken together, these factors contributed to the growing rift between 
the two elites and diminished incentives to establish cross-border ties.

In contrast, the Ottoman mode of patronage proved far more accommodating 
for boyars’ interests and more reliable in delivering coveted spoils. Unlike the 
magnates of the Commonwealth, Ottoman grandees had no interest in taking 
over control of the resources that the local elite relied on. The arrangements 
based on informal cash flows and political cooperation were satisfactory 
enough for both parties and did not leave Moldavian–Wallachian boyars empty-
handed. Moreover, while the fortunes of Orthodox nobility declined in Poland–
Lithuania, the situation was starkly different within the Ottoman ecumene. 
The early eighteenth century saw the culmination of a long process of the 
ascendancy of Orthodox notables that operated at the interface of the imperial 
centre and Moldavian–Wallachian periphery. This elite, bound to both arenas 
by ties of family, blood, patronage and finance, occupied the position of brokers 
and stabilized the system of cross-border patronage.6 As such, they provided a 
crucial link that facilitated further integration into the Ottoman imperial system.

As I demonstrated throughout the present study, state as an actor was 
prominently absent from these developments. This is not to stay that it was 
irrelevant: most participants in patronage networks were office-holders, and 
the resources they deployed in cross-border patronage were drawn from state 
circuits; finally, it played a crucial role in legitimizing their actions. However, 
it would be a mistake to claim paramountcy of the state over the sphere of 
cross-border patronage. Its role within this context should be understood not 
as a cohesive actor vested with its own agency, but rather as an institutional 
scaffolding and part of the larger political environment in which actors operated. 
As I have argued in the introduction, what is often presented as ‘a state’, is better 
understood once we disaggregate it into constitutive parts. A significant share of 
resources flowing through cross-border patronage networks originated from state 
circuits and the actors’ status as office-holders; however, the way they deployed 
them was driven by their role as faction members rather than state officials. 
Moreover, the relationship between state circuits and cross-border patronage was  
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by no means parasitical. While the latter fed partly on the resources provided 
by the former, the reverse was also true. For instance, money obtained from 
Moldavian–Wallachian clients contributed to the upkeep of Ottoman kapıs, 
which in turn provided military force for large-scale campaigns. Thus, one 
should think of the geography of early modern polities and that of cross-border 
patronage as parallel – and in many instances – rather than mutually exclusive. 
The coexistence of alternative geographies of power provided early modern elites 
with multiple options, and the fact that they so often chose factional interest over 
state interest testifies to the importance of the former for their political activity.

What is more, the co-existence of multiple circuits enhanced the position of 
the powerholders vis-à-vis the ruler. This is best demonstrated in the case of 
one of the most important aspects of state power, legitimacy. As the examples 
I presented throughout the book show, although it constituted a crucial and 
sought-after resource, it did not suffice to enforce the rule will or enforce 
cooperation between members of different factions. Rather than being deployed 
by the ruler in a top-down manner, it was always negotiated and often used as 
a rubber stamp to recognize the outcome of factional conflict that had already 
played out. Particularly instructive in this respect is the attitude of Abaza 
Mehmed Pasha, who openly defied orders by supporting Matei Basarab and saw 
his actions rubber-stamped by Murad IV. Under conditions defined by the rise 
of factionalism the rulers themselves were not above the fray. Thus, they often 
had no choice but to side with the winner, thus legitimizing the outcome, or risk 
dethronement. It is not by accident that the period under discussion witnessed 
two civil wars in the Commonwealth, frequent revolts in Moldavia and Wallachia 
and a full half of incumbent Ottoman sultans faced deposition.

As I have sought to demonstrate throughout the present study, the rise of faction 
in Poland–Lithuania, the Ottoman Empire and the Danubian principalities was 
not only parallel, but also intertwined within the larger geography of power that 
straddled political boundaries and brought together actors of different backgrounds 
in joint political ventures. While facilitating transfer of resources, it also contributed 
to the growing entanglement between conflicts playing out in different arenas. 
Despite holding official posts and claiming to serve their rulers, powerholders 
partaking in cross-border patronage were driven by factional logic, showing more 
enthusiasm in bringing down personal rivals rather than supporting war effort or 
engaging enemy forces. Polish–Lithuanian, Moldavian–Wallachian and Ottoman 
powerholders were quick to dissociate themselves or even derail enterprises 
that collided with their personal, familial and factional interests. What modern 
historians – influenced by the modern concepts of statehood – would consider state 
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interest was not at the top of the elites’ list of priorities. When factional interests 
clashed with those of the state, the former usually gained the upper hand.

In this sense, they were not different from other early modern elites 
around the world. As Bartolomé Yun Casalilla pointed out, biological and 
social reproduction of elite households and retaining control over resources 
was a more pressing concern than state service per se.7 In a society, in which 
power and authority continued to be inextricably tied with the person of 
its holder, this should come as no surprise. For Ottoman dignitaries, Polish–
Lithuanian magnates and Moldavian–Wallachian boyars, the polity they 
inhabited constituted a joint enterprise, meant to safeguard their interest and 
allow their social reproduction.8 This was a common thread in other polities 
as well. In a fascinating study of Dutch regents, Julia Adams pointed out how 
familial interests of the elite profoundly shaped the very structure of the United 
Provinces, since ‘corporate elites acquired pieces of the nascent state, in some 
cases selling them or passing them on to descendants’.9 This familial compact 
was responsible for the extraordinary success of the Dutch polity throughout the 
seventeenth century, but the same mechanisms led to its unravelling as regent 
families were reluctant to give up their share of power necessary to overhaul the 
system, thus prioritizing social reproduction over the very survival of the state. 
In arguably the most radical example of this kind, considerable share of Chinese 
gentry preferred to let the Ming Empire die rather than surrender their symbolic 
capital.10 Against this background, the rampant cross-border factionalism of 
three Eastern European elites by no means seems an outlier.

In traditional historiographies on Poland–Lithuania, the Ottoman Empire and 
the Danubian principalities, the eighteenth century is presented in many respects as 
a period of decline, a depiction that only relatively recently was overcome by a new 
wave of historiography. Much of the blame for this alleged decline used to be placed 
with the elites of respective polities, accused of short-sightedness, self-interest and 
egoism. However, this approach stems from the confusion over principal motives 
that informed the elites’ political behaviour of the seventeenth century. Polish–
Lithuanian nobles, Ottoman officials, and Moldavian–Wallachian boyars were not 
so much interested in the state as such, but rather in the continued preservation 
of the socio-political system that allowed them to thrive. In achieving this goal, 
they had multiple options: relying on state networks was one of them, as was cross-
border patronage. Both coexisted and produced important changes during events 
and the very structure of seventeenth-century Eastern European politics. From 
their perspective, state was not the ultimate goal – as has often been for modern 
historians – but rather one circuit of power among many overlapping ones.
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